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Abstract:

The purpose of this thesis is to provide an explanation for the limited/restricted chances
that the Australian accounting community has to be heard. This involves revealing that
the Australian accounting community has experienced linguistic unification, a process
that results in a standardised language. The standard language is produced and
promoted, by the accounting profession, as an official language. It is revealed that as a
result of this process, two interdependent problems have emerged. The first problem
identified is that of a dominant accounting profession who have created, and control, the
institutional arrangements where discussion takes place.
Specifically, through
accounting standard boards, a conceptual framework, and education, the profession
controls the sites and form of discussion that can take place on accounting issues. The
second problem identified is that the official language that has been produced is
problematic in its application. Specifically, an analysis of the official language is
undertaken at an intradiscursive level, finding it to be generic, and containing
generalisations and uncertainty. At an interdiscursive level, the official accounting
language is found to be limiting in terms of its relationship to other discourses.
The analysis provided is informed by a theoretical context, which explores critical
notions of language/discourse. It is concluded that the process of linguistic unification,
and the resulting interdependent problems, have led to the limited chances for the
Australian accounting community to be heard.
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CHAPTER ONE

INTRODUCTION

1.1 WHO'S LISTENING?
Have you ever had the feeling that no one is listening to you? Does this leave you
feeling powerless? I'm sure at some point in our lives, if not quite often, we find
ourselves experiencing this. Do you ever think to question why this happens? I admit
to this happening quite often, in all aspects of my life. For some reason, one of these
experiences had an effect on me. However, it was someone else's experience. You may
have witnessed this one yourself.

In 1991 the Accounting, Organizations and Society journal issued three articles that
were the subject of a debate between David Solomons and Tony Tinker. Both are
prominent scholars in the field of accounting. For some years, Solomons had been a
member of the American standard setting board, the Financial Accounting Standards
Board [FASB]. I had read these articles a few years after their publication, and found
myself asking why Solomons failed to understand Tinker.

Rather than leave the question unanswered, I decided that I would look into this further.
Of course, I realised at the time that the differences between Solomons and Tinker were
ones of an ontological and epistemological nature, and so set about analysing Solomons
work. However, after having completed this study (a small thesis) I felt that there was
more at issue here. This debate between Solomons and Tinker was only one of the
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many debates that are witnessed quite often in the accounting arena. The issue that
continued to concern me emanated from the following statement by Solomons (in
reference to Social Responsibility Accounting)
Although radical accountants are justified in calling attention to the
problems caused by externalities, these problems have been under
discussion for many years (1991, p. 291, emphasis added).

If this is the case, then why hasn't there been any change in accounting with regards to

accounting for societal issues. Solomons' next line answers this question
The radicals have nothing new to tell us about how to measure the
effects of externalities, and unless and until we learn how to solve these
measurement problems, this accounting failure is not likely to be
remedied (1991, p. 291, emphasis added).

Solomons misunderstood the issue from a "radical" point of view. For the "radical", it is
not about measuring; an insistence on technical issues denies a remedy. I started to see
this as a moment of unsuccessful communication between two accounting scholars, one
where Solomons and Tinker spoke a different language. The discussion that Solomons
refers to as having been underway for years is a limited one, one that accounting
institutional arrangements perpetuate.

The institutional arrangements for standard setting in Australia are similar to that in
America. The boards that exist within these arrangements claim to listen to a broad
range of speakers. For the Australian community, the Australian Accounting Standards
Board [AASB] claims to listen when it refers to its "due process" (e.g. AASB, 1997-98,
p. 5). I argue that this is not the case. Let me share another experience, this time a
personal one.
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During the autumn of 1994, in my quest to learn about the standard setting process, and
for other reasons, I had arranged to discuss an issue that had been on the agenda of the
Australian Accounting Research Foundation [AARF].

As the research arm of the

AASB, they were undertaking the possible development of a standard on intangible
assets, and I was keen to ask some questions. I arranged to have a telephone interview
with a member of the AARF, and set about preparing for this.

Prior to the phone call I was anxious because I had to communicate with a person of
some authority; initially I felt a letter to this person would have been more comfortable.
Why did I feel this way? I thought that I would be safe through written communication;
that the person at the other end could not attack me personally if I said something
inappropriate (according to that person's definition of approriate); I could set my
arguments out more "logically"; I would not be interrupted; and so on.

Talking to this person generated fear on my behalf. I felt I had to examine myself;
would I be heard and was I entitled to speak? Would this interview be successful, and
for whom? I set out what I wanted to ask this person and found myself developing a
conversation that I thought would be appropriate to an accounting "professional"; I was
trying to conform to a standardised accounting language, one that would be accepted as
legitimate.

During the conversation I felt that I had not been heard, especially when the AARF
member told me at the start of our conversation that he may have to leave at any time for
an important meeting.

From the start of the conversation I was regarded as being

unimportant, and this set the field for what I believed to be a powerless moment for me.
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A significant part of the question, who is listening, was answered during the
conversation.

I asked the question: does the AARF document telephone calls as

submissions made on accounting issues? The response from the AARF member was:
"What do you mean? Yeh, we do get calls on issues. But, for example, a conversation
like ours wouldn't get recorded. Only those dealing with specific issues, otherwise we
would be writing all day. It's a good point though". What does "like ours" mean? This
reinforced my earlier feelings that there are certain conditions that need to be fulfilled to
be taken seriously.

Reflecting on this experience, a discussion with an accounting professional, I have
realised that in fact the conversation/experience was insightful. Verbal communication,
if free of most restrictions, should be a more powerful tool for communication. It may
be possible for both parties to have a better say.
accounting "talk" are many.

However, the restrictions for an

I felt powerless because there were implicit

restrictions\constraints that kept the conversation distorted (Mueller, 1973).

Bourdieu (1991, p. 7) has talked of "practical competence" which "involves not only the
capacity to produce grammatical utterances, but also the capacity to make oneself heard,
believed". This was something that I experienced in the telephone call to the AARF
member, preparing myself so that I would be heard. However, I still have the feeling
that I wasn't "heard".

However, despite the powerless experience, it was one which turned my attention to an
important issue. I found myself asking:
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Why is it that in accounting situations (i.e., debates, both oral and
written) some people can speak and be heard, while in the same
situation others may speak but they are not heard, or, most commonly,
they are reinterpreted?
In particular, I now wanted to study the above question in the context of an Australian

accounting community.

1.2 SIGNIFICANCE OF THE TOPIC
The importance of language within an accounting framework has always intrigued me,
as it had appeared as an issue in several accounting papers that I was exposed to during
my earlier studies. These articles however, did not have as their purpose the examination
of this issue. Chua (1986, p. 621) had argued in her paper that, "language itself may be
a medium for repression and social power".

She suggested the importance of

researching language in accounting through a quote from Held (1980):
symbolic schemes and traditions [sh]ould also be subjected to critique
such that their relations to other material forms of domination were
revealed (Chua, 1986, p. 621).

Taking this further, Puxty (1986) described in his paper the type of discussion that takes
place on accounting issues as being distorted; "the terms of debate are distorted by the
ideology implicit in the language of communication that is employed" (Puxty, 1986, p.
104). Both Chua and Puxty made comments that hinted at the need to reveal the
institutional arrangements linked to an accounting language, and how these are limiting
the debates in accounting.

Hines (199lb, p. 29) also drew attention "to the limitations of the planetary-wide
financial accounting language". She stated that "those who speak this language have
more social power to influence thinking and actions than they perhaps realise, or utilise"
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(Hines, 1991b, p. 29).

Hines' comments hinted at the nature of the speakers of

accounting, and this too seemed an important aspect to consider.

Like the authors above, Hines was merely commenting on the issue of an accounting
language or discourse that is limiting. The concern of these papers was other than, or
more than, the role of language. However, such papers were providing early indications
of a new area of concern.

More recently, the significance of studying the role of accounting language or discourse,
has been acknowledged and studied in depth by various authors (e.g. Oakes, et al, 1998;
Meehan, 1996; Hooper and Pratt, 1995; Thompson, 1991).

These authors have

recognised that language is powerful and that it is tied in with the institutional
arrangements of accounting. However, they have also argued that this is problematic.
In particular, there are hints that such a problematic language makes change for

accounting difficult. Mitchell and Sikka (1993) point towards the need for change as
being restricted by the discourse of accounting institutions, resulting in stifled voices.

The above authors therefore have pointed towards a need to study the institutional
arrangments and the link with accounting language, as a problematic issue. This study
proposes to evaluate the limited/restricted nature of accounting language and the
institutional arrangements that create this, in an Australian context. By revealing a
problematic history of linguistic unification, one that is controlled by a dominant
Australian accounting profession, the study can add to the knowledge in this area.
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1.3 THEORETICAL CONTEXT
The theoretical context in which I shall tell my story is one which is informed by several
theorists and authors. It is a context informed by critical notions of discourse/language,
one which gives attention to the power of language. From this context, language is not
presented as "the nai've idea of words as neutral and innocent tools" (Meehan, 1996), nor
is it presented as a medium of communication, but something over which there is
struggle (Foucault, 1970). Language can be seen as a product of complex historical
processes (Bourdieu, 1991 ), becoming tied to institutional arrangements and itself being
institutionalised (Goodrich, 1987).

The significance of this theoretical context will be explained further in Chapter Two.
Such a context will help to provide an explanation of why it is that the Australian
accounting community have limited chances for contributing towards an accounting
"talk". The very nature oflanguage, particularly a professional language, is explained by
this theory in a way that makes sense of the problematic issue of limited voices.

1.4 PURPOSE OF THE THESIS
Overall, the purpose of this thesis will be to provide an explanation for the
limited/restricted chances that the Australian accounting community has to be heard. In
particular, in Chapter Three, it will be argued that the Australian accounting community
has experienced linguistic unification whereby the accounting profession, in its efforts to
unite, has produced a standard accounting language for the community. This standard
accounting language has come about after a long and complex struggle by the accounting
profession to be seen as unified, and therefore a legitimate body. In the process, the
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standard language for accounting has been promoted successfully, albeit a difficult
promotion, as the "official" accounting language.

In Chapter Four, it will be demonstrated that as result of, and during this process of

linguistic unification, the accounting profession has created/controlled the avenues for
discussion.

This is presented as being one of the reasons for the limited/restricted

chances of being heard.

The other interdependent explanation for limited/restricted

discussion is presented as a problematic "official" language; that is, the official language
set itself has a tendency to favour certain discussions, to allow limited meaning, and this
will be the focus of Chapter Five.

This thesis relies on critical theories of language and discourse, revealed in Chapter
Two, as a context to the problematic issues identified above. One may be tempted to

conclude that I will then be able to reveal a perfect scenario for a perfect accounting
language. This is not the case at all. Nor will it be suggested that it is even possible.
The hope is that if we are ever to experience a new accounting (an enriched accounting)
then we must give attention to the limited chances of contribution to discussion, and
allow a change in the institutionalised structures of accounting to facilitate many voices:
"Changing vocabularies can change what we want accounting to do" (Young, 1994, p.
26).
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CHAPTER TWO

THEORETICAL CONTEXT

2.1 INTRODUCTION
To help make sense of the issues identified in Chapter One I have drawn upon a variety
of texts. The "mix of ideas" that I gather from various texts in some way forms what a
modernist might call a "theoretical framework". I would prefer to call it, as does Fox
(1995), "a useful theoretical context" in which to discuss the issues. Using a theoretical
context will help to tell the story that I want to tell, but more than likely will help to
create a "text" (one among many). As a "text" in the social sciences, the story I tell is
"to be read and re-read, not as representations (accurate or flawed) of the social world,
but as contested claims to speak "the truth" about the world" (Fox, 1995).

The problem that I have identified can be posed as a question: Has the Australian
accounting profession secured control over what is said, when it is said and by whom? If
so, how has it done this and why? Of course, I believe intially that the accounting
profession has secured control in some form or another over language, and I pose this as
a question merely to imply that I will discuss this issue in some depth. What makes this
issue interesting is that it is complex and not straight forward, and this inevitably leads
me to speak about the "how" and the "why'', which are also complex.

By looking at the issue of ''what is said, when and by whom" I am invariably focusing
on language. However, I would not define language as just a medium of communication

10

(a positivist definition). The issue of control conjures up alternative descriptions of
language as: "a medium for repression and social power" (Chua, 1986, p. 621); socially
constructed and socially constructing (Hines, 1988; Cameron et al, 1992, p. 8); "a
resource in the political process" (O'Barr & O'Barr, 1976, p. 7); and as much more and
much less.

The term control has so far been used several times, and it would be useful to describe
its meaning in the context of this text. It may appear at times to be a straight forward
term in that it relates to "power that is held (or possessed) by an institution,
organization, group, or individual and may be used to control the actions of other (less
powerful) institutions, organizations, groups, or individuals" (Oakes et al, 1998).
However, this only addresses a small part of the meaning of control.

In the context of this text the term control is used synonymously with the term power.

The meaning ascribed to these terms is one of not only involving the above definition,
"but may involve reconfiguring positional and organizational identities, vocabularies,
and values" (Oakes et al, 1998). This is in line with the ideas of Bourdieu, as described
by Oakes et al (1998), in which "the mechanisms of control are not always explicit and
do not necessarily involve conscious and direct strategic action" (This is discussed
further with reference to Bourdieu's notion of censorship). As is argued by Oakes et al,
"it is important to understand how control works more subtly through language".

There are a variety of theoretical texts that can be used to discuss issues of language,
each of which has a set of assumptions about knowledge. Due to the differences in
assumptions, these texts will differ in their approach to studying language. Some of
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these approaches can be broadly labelled "structuralist", "modernist", "mainstream",
"traditional",

to "critical", "post-structuralist", "post-modernist", and more.

It is

difficult to be "true" to one category only, as the boundaries are "fuzzy''.

In writing this thesis, I don't sit comfortably in any one category, as at times I borrow

from what might be labelled "post-modem", but deliver the story in a "critical" sense
(aligned in the modernist domain). I can only describe what I had hoped to follow and
hope that I achieve this. The "mix of ideas" that I borrow from various authors may
enlighten the reader as to where I am heading. If not, the hope is that I at least tell an
interesting story.

Throughout this thesis, I refer to the ideas of those such as: Fairclough (1989), who
served merely as a simplistic starting point in my understandings of language issues;
Goodrich (1987), who provided a complex example of discourse analysis which was
informed by post-modem theory; and Bourdieu (1991), whose structuralist ideas on
language I was in agreement with and upon whom I relied heavily. There is also a
splattering of other authors' ideas, as these were at times reinforcing the ideas already
expressed by those above. I chose such authors as their ideas felt comfortable. From
this, in Chapter Two I wish to enlighten the reader as to my theoretical context, which I
will use to discuss the issues in Chapters Three, Four and Five.

2.2 WHAT IS LANGUAGE?
2.2.1 A Traditional View

Traditionally, language was studied under the assumptions of a positivist; also known as
"mainstream",

"formalist",

and/or

"modem"

linguistics

(Fairclough,

1989).
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Traditionally language was seen as an "objective" store of words, a medium "standing
between the self and the nonhuman reality with which the self seeks to be in touch"
(Rorty, 1989, p. 11 ). This description of language is a time honoured one and as Rorty
(1989) states, it is a positivist definition, language as representing a reality that lies
outside us.

Linguistic studies are described by Fairclough (1989, p. 6) as 'linguistics proper',
"which is the study of 'grammar' in a broad sense", one which focuses on studying
language as a system.

Saussure was seen to be the founder of this approach, a

traditional approach. His linguistics has also been said to inform the methodology of
structuralists (Young, 1981, p. 3).

The traditionalists treat language systems and language use as separate, based on
Saussure's distinguishment between 'langue' and 'parole'.

However, "Saussure's

dualism omits a third element in language formation, which Foucault calls 'discourse'"
(Young, 1981, p. 9).

For traditionalists, the language system is "conceived as a

systematic and universal unity (and) this unity is best studied as a static and ahistorical
system" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 22). Specifically, Saussure excludes history from the study
of language, and this makes his work formalist as "the rejection of history is a primary
or defining feature of all formalism and is generally to be aligned to the positivist quest
for science as order" (Goodrich, p. 27).

According to Bourdieu (1991, p. 3), Saussure views language as "a collective 'treasure'
shared by all members of a community". This is similar to Comte's beliefs:
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Language forms a kind of wealth, which all can make use of at once without
causing any diminution of the store, and which thus admits a complete
community of enjoyment; for all, freely participating in the general treasure,
unconsciously aid in it's preservation (cited in Bourdieu, 1991, p. 3).
Bourdieu (1991, p. 43) also refers to this description of studying language, where it is
seen as a collective treasure shared by all members of a community, calling it an
"illusion of linguistic communism which haunts all linguistic theory".

There is an

assumption that "everyone in a language community has equal access to and command
of its langue" (Fairclough, 1989, p. 21). Given this belief, the researcher tends "to
become preoccupied with empirical details of variations in accent or usage" (Bourdieu,
1991, p. 5) and studies language as an isolated "object" which has no social or political
connections.

Fairclough (1989, p. 7) argues that this Saussurian approach has a tendency to study
language as "a static system at a given point in time, not dynamically as it changes
through time". That is, there is the assumption that language can be invariant within
communities and that it can be studied as an objective store of words in it's present
form, rather than historically. As Fairclough (1989, p. 7) states, these (traditionalists)
authors' ideas result in an "idealized view of language, which isolates it from the social
and historical matrix outside of which it cannot actually exist".

In Fairclough's descriptions of approaches to the study of language, he also refers to

sociolinguistics. He sees this as a response to 'linguistics proper's' failure to address
the social conditions of language. Sociolinguistics pays attention to "the social strata to
which speakers belong, social relationships between participants in linguistic
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interactions, differences in social setting or occasion, differences of topic, and so on"
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 7).

A common topic in sociolinguistic research is that of doctor/patient relationships. An
example of this is that provided by Edelman (1974) who discusses the political language
of the 'helping' professions, and focuses on the differences in social relationship
between doctor and patient in their linguistic interactions.

Among the accounting

community, there are also many relationships that could be studied. The focus might be
to identify the different strategies used in linguistic interactions between accountant and
client, regulator and regulated, teacher and student, elder member and young member,
and so on.

This approach moves towards the need to focus on the social aspect of language.
However, there are 'positivist' elements that are evident in sociolinguistics.

Shapiro

(1984, p. 6) argues that this approach is strategic "but not historic" and that "we do not
get an appreciation of the conditions and practices responsible for an emergence of
therapeutic language".

Research method still focuses on observing "facts".

The approach focuses on the

'what?' questions, but is lacking in asking the 'why?' and 'how?' questions (Fairclough,
1989, p. 8). The 'observed' facts are not questioned, but taken at face value. For
example, the sociolinguistic researcher might identify that certain "sociolinguistic
conventions (exist) in terms of what are the 'appropriate' linguistic forms for a given
social situation" (Fairclough, 1989, p. 8). However, they do not question why this is so
or how this became so.
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Another approach to studying language which follows a traditional path, has been
identified as pragmatics. Fairclough (1989, p. 9) describes this approach as focusing on
language as a form of action. The term used often is 'speech acts'. The problem with
this approach is that it treats action as individualistic, "often conceptualized in terms of
the 'strategies' adopted by the individual speaker to achieve her 'goals' or 'intentions"'
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 9).

By focusing on the individual, this approach ignores the

influence of social conventions, which constrain and result in peoples' identities.
Pragmatics also assumes that there are "cooperative interactions whose ground rules
[people] have equal control over, and to which they are able to contribute equally"
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 10).

Typical of the attention to the 'social' is work by Drew and Heritage (1992). Based on
ideas from both sociolinguistics and pragmatics, their particular interest is in what they
call Conversation Analysis. This approach follows both by looking at:

(a) the development of sociolinguistic approaches to language that address
the contextual sensitivity of language use; and (b) the emergence of
analytical frameworks that recognize the nature of language as action and
which handle the dynamic features of social action and interaction (Drew
and Heritage, 1992, p. 6).
Despite the differences within a traditional research paradigm, it is still the case that
when language is viewed according to the traditionalists' beliefs, the use of terms are
"taken for granted and their use is seen as simply drawing on the resources of the
vocabulary, where 'the vocabulary' is seen as an objective store of words to be drawn
on" (Patemen, 1975, p. 8). Pateman (1975) gives an example of how this treatment has
detrimental effects. The use of the term "chics" when referring to women, which was
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popular at some stage in this century, is used and taken for granted. Use of this word,
and many others, is depersonalizing to women. However, this word is not questioned
when people believe that words are taken from an objective store.

Maintaining a traditional approach, and holding onto the traditional assumptions, with
reference to an accounting language can lead to difficulties. For example, the use of the
metaphor LABOUR AS RESOURCE (Lakoff & Johnson, 1987) is common in
accounting 'circles'. Emanating from neoclassical economics, in the accounting and
business communities, labour is seen as being a resource; its meaning is that of a cost.
When people believe that words are just objective signs, the words are taken for granted,
and the meanings are accepted as natural. However, emphasis on such a meaning leads
to the exploitation of human beings, and this exploitation "is most obvious in countries
that boast a 'virtually inexhaustible supply of cheap labour' - a neutral-sounding
economic statement that hides the reality of human degradation" (Lakoff & Johnson,
1987, p. 237).

Goodrich criticises the "traditional" views of language and refers to a traditionalist's
justification of their approach:
Questions of social meaning and process, questions of actual existence of
the language system - it's history and general development as a national
language - can be excluded ... from the concern of science, by virtue of being
defined as purely and simply subjective (1987, p. 23).
However, as Goodrich states, language and meaning are socially determined.

An

alternative view to the "traditionalists" that Goodrich follows is "concerned with the
manner in which social processes, purposes and ideologies determine the 'paradigmatic'
or transparent, 'evident' meanings of any specific discourse" (p. 77).
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The traditional approach to the study of language can be critiqued using the same
arguments that are commonly used against a "mainstream" world view. There are many
issues that traditional approaches to language deny in their descriptions.

The

"traditional" theorists fail to see that language formation and its use are part of a social
process, that language is a social "fact", and, that language is "inherently historical and
material" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 77).

2.2.2 Applying a Traditional View to Accounting

Attention to the issues surrounding an accounting language are common place, but these
tend to lack depth or theoretical context, by applying a traditional examination. In
trying to argue that accounting is a language, Belkaoui (1978) focused on the idea of
linguistic relativity, and used hypotheses to "prove" this. Simply put, he argued that
accounting has symbols (lexical characteristics) and grammatical rules (Belkaoui, 1978,
p. 100) and therefore it was a language. The assumption is that accounting language is a
medium of communication.

Parker (1994, p. 70) discusses the problems that "English-speaking accountants have
faced in finding words to express some of the concepts they have tried to articulate". He
states that "English speaking accountants have a number of sources for new words.
They can draw on the general stock of existing English words" (p. 70). Parker is using
the work of Saussure in his paper, which he explicitly states, and this is clearly evident
in the above statement.
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The result of this is that Parker has produced a paper that is devoid of any discussion of
social or political influences. He fails to mention that the accounting language has a
history, the process of which has involved extensive conflict. Parker's paper also fails to
recognize that the English language is historical; he sees (implicitly) the English
language as ' superior' and unproblematic.

In his studies of language, Bourdieu (1991 , p. 46) recognises that every Nations'

language has a history, which is important to understanding it's present form. He points
to this when he discusses the period leading up to the French Revolution, and how the
local dialects were overtaken by the "common" language of Paris' cultivated circles:

The imposition of the legitimate language in opposition to the dialects and
patois was an integral part of the political strategies aimed at perpetuating
the gains of the Revolution through the production and the reproduction of
the 'new man' (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 47).

The imposition of the English language in Australia in opposition to the dialects of
aborigines is surely a similar story. As Bourdieu (1991, p. 46) states, the making of a
nation goes hand in hand with a process of linguistic unification. Clearly, Parker has
skimmed over such issues when he states:

The restriction of the article to English words can be justified on the grounds
that in the twentieth century English has become the world language of
business and hence of accounting ( 1994, p. 70).

Another author in the accounting literature who has studied accounting words using a
traditional approach is Houghton (1987).

Houghton states that he "measures the

meaning or meanings of the concept true and fair view" (p. 143-144). His study focuses
on measuring meanings by using a rating scale. It is very much a study of meaning that
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pays no attention to the social/political/historical influences of the term "true and fair
view".

It is not suprising that Houghton was only able to find that difference exists between
different users over the meaning of true and fair view (answering the 'what?' questions).
What has this accomplished? He has no insight into why the difference exists, how it
came to be, or why it remains; all that is affirmed is that a difference exists. His study is
limited in that it studies accounting language as an objective medium standing between
an objective reality and a speaker. Houghton studies accounting language in an asocial
and ahistorical manner.

Overall, Belkaoui (1978), Houghton (1987) and Parker (1994) provide good examples
of a traditional approach to the study of accounting language. Theirs are very limited
"stories" and they provide no insight into why the accounting profession continues to
have problems with the accounting language.

2.2.3 An Alternative View

Goodrich (1987) describes language and meanings as products of a complex process of
production. Bourdieu (1991, p. 5) also refers to language in this way:

Through a complex historical process, sometimes involving extensive
conflict, a particular language or set of linguistic practices has emerged as
the dominant and legitimate language, and other languages or dialects have
been eliminated or subordinated to it. This dominant and legitimate
language is what linguistics commonly take for granted. Their idealized
language or speech community is an object which has been pre-constructed
by a set of social-historical conditions endowing it with the status of the sole
legitimate or 'official' language of a particular community.
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This alternative view of language rejects the assumptions of a "traditional" view of
language. Its significance to the study of an accounting language will become evident in
later pages.

However, in general, the critical approach to the analysis of language

focuses on many important issues, issues that are hidden within a traditional approach.
As Fairclough (1989, p. 5) states, "Critical is used in the special sense of aiming to
show up connections which may be hidden from people"

From a critical perspective, language is seen as a part of society in that "linguistic
interaction is social interaction" (Cameron et al, 1992, p. 4). According to Fairclough
(1989, p. 23) linguistic happenings are social in that, for example, whenever people
speak or listen or write or read, they do so in ways which are determined socially and
have social effects. Some social happenings are linguistic, in that "the language activity
that goes on in social contexts is not merely a reflection or expression of social
processes and practices, it is part of those processes and practices" (Fairclough, 1989, p.
23).

This concept of language being part of social happenings is extended further by
Foucault (1970, p. 52-53), who argues that "discourse is not simply that which translates
struggles or systems of domination, but is the thing for which and by which there is
struggle".

This highlights the significance that a critical perspective attaches to

language and its use. It is not merely a medium to reflect activity, it is the very activity
for which the social happens.

Bourdieu (1991) has stated that viewing language as an objective store of words means
that the community accepts the "given" set of linguistic practices as concrete, objective,
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and independent of human involvement. However, any set of linguistics is idealized
and conditioned by a set of social-historical conditions which endow "it with the status
of the sole legitimate or 'official' language of a particular community" (Bourdieu, p. 5).
This status given to language is dangerous in that it will favour those already possessing
the "official" language, while others have been eliminated or subordinated to it.

A repressive situation thus exists, repressive in that this relationship between people and
the language set has an "element of disguise" (Pateman, 1975, p. 49). Language has
power, the significance being that, in the traditionalists' view, language is an objective
store of words, and this is taken for granted. However, language has the power to affect
the things we do and say and is made up of concepts that have been shaped by certain
shifting interests.

Foucault has also expressed his belief in an alternative view of language by stating that:
in every society the production of discourse is at once controlled, selected,
organised and redistributed by a certain number of procedures whose role is
to ward off its powers and dangers, to gain mastery over its chance events, to
evade its ponderous, formidable materiality ... we do not have the right to say
everything, that we cannot speak of just anything in any circumstances
whatever, and not everyone has the right to speak of anything whatever
(1970, p. 52).
It is the last part of this statement by Foucault that forms part of my concern in terms of
language. In order to follow the critical approach to studying language, it is important to
give attention to the institutions/conditions that result in control over language. Control
over language is an important aspect that should be exposed as a reality, rather than left
hidden.
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Given these concerns, a critical/alternative view of language would enable me to answer
the following question:

Why is it that in accounting situations (i.e., debates, both oral and written)
some people can speak and be heard, while in the same situation others may
speak but they are not heard, or, most commonly, they are reinterpreted?

Admittedly, a traditionalist view could be followed in respect of finding that this
problem exists; that is, the what? question. What is the problem? There are situations
where peoples' contributions to debate are not followed up. Any solution to why this is
so may focus on reasons such as difference in accent, methods of communication or
words. But why? is not answered in a way that recognises "hidden" connections, such
as connections to institutions and social conventions, and connections to interest groups,
and so on. Why are some forms of communication accepted; why are some words taken
seriously and others not; and, why is there preferencing of some meanings over others.
How? have these situations emerged, what were the historical processes leading to this,
how have such conventions become embedded. An enriched understanding of the why?
and how? can be formed through the insights offered by alternative/critical theories of
language.

From a critical perspective, the belief is that in our society certain people have "the right
to discourse (serious speech)" which is "organised and restricted" to those people
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 145), and therefore not everyone is accorded the power to be taken
seriously.

This claim, that language is controlled through certain institutions and

conventions can be examined further.
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2.3 INSTITUTIONALISING DISCURSIVE FORMATIONS AND
THE CONSTRUCTION OF AN AUTHORISED SPEAKER
Goodrich (1987) talks of an institutionalisation of language as being one level or aspect
of discursive formation. Foucault (1970, p. 73) also emphasises the need to "describe
the transformations of a discourse and its relations to institutions". That is, any language
set can be described in reference to its formation through its institutionalisation (its
material base). As an example, Goodrich refers to "politics as a rhetorical genre" and
that it can not only be understood as merely a concern with the deliberative, but that it
could equally be understood by its relation to "the republican assemblies within which
such deliberation could have effect" (p. 144).

What Goodrich is referring to is the importance that any discursive analysis should give
to the institutions that form the basis of a particular discourse, be it a nation wide
language or an accounting language.

In the example above, an analysis of the

environment in which discourse takes place is seen as very significant. Goodrich states
that a feature of discursive formations is to be "located in the affinity which particular
discourses bear to particular institutions" (p. 145).

When he speaks of the institutionalisation of a language, or the institutional form of
discursive formation, Goodrich is generally referring to that which determines what can
be said and what should be said.

Meyer and Rowan (1977, p. 341) describe

institutionalization as involving "the processes by which social processes, obligations,
or actualities come to take on a rulelike status in social thought and action". Goodrich
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refers to the work of Foucault (1972) to describe this aspect of discourse analysis. It
forms two important areas of analysis. First, the issue of the authorized speaker:

Who is speaking? Who, among the totality of speaking individuals, is
accorded the right to use this sort of language? Who is qualified to do so?
(Foucault, 1972, p. 50).

Second, Goodrich states that we should describe:

the specific institutional site and interrelationships from which the
authorized subject or speaker makes its discourse, and from which the
discourse derives its legitimate source and point of application (its specific
objects and instruments of verification) (1987, p. 145).
Goodrich (p. 145) states broadly, and in summary, that one aspect is referring to the
right to discourse, which he calls serious speech, as being organized and restricted by
various means, to particular roles and to particular professions. The second aspect is
that the institutionalization of discourses are limited in terms of their "legitimate
appropriation" and the "restrictive situations" in which they are heard or received.

This form of analysis has been undertaken in accounting by Thompson, who argued also
that

What is said, how it is said, and why it is said (as I understand it, rhetoric),
while clearly an effect of language, needs to be "placed" in its contingent
institutional context (1991, p. 598).

Thompson's study looked at the emergence of double entry bookkeeping in an
institutional context involving "the Church, the pedagogic apparatuses and the
publishing house" (1991, p. 573). His argument was, in accordance with Foucault, that
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we must acknowledge "the institutional moment in the construction of the discursive"
(1991, p. 595).

2.3.1 The Institutionalisation ofLegal Discourse: An Example

Another example of analysing these aspects of discourse, in a way that borrows from
post-modernist ideas, is the work of Goodrich who studies the institutionalisation of
legal discourse. He provides some insights into this type of analysis that are important
to note. Specifically, Goodrich is concerned with:
the limitation of legal discourse to a restricted set of hierarchically defined
speakers, together with the internal shielding or valorisation of specific
'authorised' texts and the strictly delimited rhetorical settings of legal
communication and contact with the non-legal world (1987, p. 174-175).

These features combined are described by Goodrich (p. 175) as a tightly knit process of
institutionalisation and of socialisation, that is designed to give law an unchallenged
precondition of authority. This ties in with the presentation of law as a specialised
discipline and discourse, "a discourse which is context independent in its claims to
universality and reason" (Goodrich, p. 175).

Such claims to universality include

discourse as monologic, and that it is "distanced and obscure in the sense of being
presented as alien, both socio-linguistically and practically, from the commitments and
values of the heteroglot social life which is the material context of legal control"
(Goodrich, p. 175)

Goodrich states his concerns with an analysis of legal discourse: "what are the key
features of the institutions to which legal discourse is most closely tied, and how do
those institutions ensure the 'social authorisation' of that discourse" (1987, p. 170).
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These questions are important in describing the institutional links that language has and
can very well explain why a particular language has reached its present form.

In describing the legal discourse itself, Goodrich sees it as being embedded m

institutions that are of a highly social status and prominence, "to which access or
professional entry is severely restricted" (p. 171).

The same can be said of the

accounting language; it is contained within an institution that has a high social status,
and the institutions of accounting have restrictions upon professional entry.

Goodrich goes on to describe how legal language is socially and institutionally
authorized: affirmed, legitimated and sanctioned. This authorization of a legal language
is achieved by "a wide variety of highly visible organisational and socio-linguistic
insignia of hierarchy, status, power and wealth" (p. 171).

2.3.2 The Power ofEducation, Authorised Texts and Interpretive Procedures
An important aspect to consider in discourse formation is the part that education

systems play. Not only do these systems instil in the audience assumptions that underlie
"the interactions and self-presentation of the institution as a whole" (Goodrich, 1987, p.
172) (a sense of belonging), but they also "institutionalise restrictions upon who may
speak and the scope and topics that their discourse is entitled to" (Goodrich, 1987, p.
173). Foucault also supports this view and states further
what, after all, is an education system, other than a ritualisation of speech, a
qualification and a fixing of the roles of speaking subjects, the constitution
of a doctrinal group, however diffuse, a distribution and an appropriation of
discourse with its powers and knowledge? (1970, p. 64).
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It is often heard in the accounting "world" that as accountants it is not our business to

delve into certain topics and issues. For example, Chua (1986, p. 610) states a common
theme of mainstream accounting leads to the fact that "questions about the goals of a
decision maker, firm, or society are seen as outside the province of the accountant". In
the same way as Oakes et al (1998) see business plans, accounting educational programs
are "pedagogic action", as they "exclude certain ideas as unthinkable" and promote an
image of the profession as "good".

Due to these accounting educational programs that have trained our profession, such
professionals are led to believe that some topics and issues are not of concern and this is
achieved through the language set with which they have been armed. The language set
itself does not permit some topics to be discussed.

Part of the institutionalised set of restrictions/limitations over who may speak, how
much may be said and on what topic and in what contexts, is the control over texts.
Goodrich (1987, p. 173) discusses this aspect in relation to the legal discipline, the
ordering of legal texts, and states that this "shields legal discourse from the potential
threat of having to justify the form and content of the exercise and administration of
power in terms of any discourse other than the traditional, patriarchal, and essentially a
priori or given, legitimation internal to the legal hierarchy itself'.

The institutionalisation of authorized texts combines with another aspect to form an
important role in perpetuating a given language with its embedded interests. This other
aspect involves "interpretative procedures which generally ensure that the only valid
enunciation, apart from that of the authorised text, takes the place of exegesis,
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commentary and reinterpretation" (Goodrich, 1987, p.173-174). If a speaker is to use
other than the language from the authorized texts, there will be procedures to ensure it
fits the "format", to be reinterpreted. Bourdieu (1991, p. 54) has also commented on this
situation when referring to situations where other than the "official" language is used:
these other languages are "measured de facto against the single standard of the 'common'
language".

2.3.3 The authorised speaker
Bourdieu (1991) also focuses on the issue of control over language, its use and control
over who may speak. He discusses the ability to be heard, and that there is a social
condition to be fulfilled in order to be taken seriously. Bourdieu talks of grammatical
utterances, by which he means any form of speaking (written or oral). These utterances
must be made by competent speakers, those who can produce utterances that will be

listened to, that will be recognised as acceptable.

The result of not having this legitimate competence leads to exclusion "from the social
domains in which this competence is required" (Bourdieu, p. 55), or the person may be
condemned to silence. Therefore, speakers need not be able to speak, but rather they
should have "the competence necessary in order to speak the legitimate language"
(Bourdieu, p. 55). Bourdieu describes this competence as functioning as "linguistic
capital" in that those "groups which possess that competence are able to impose it as the
only legitimate one in the formal markets and in most of the linguistic interactions in
which they are involved" (p. 56-57).
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Bourdieu (p. l 09) lays emphasis on the fact that the words themselves are not the holders
of power, but that "authority comes to language from outside".

This is similar to

Foucault's (1970, p. 67) concept of exteriority where "we must not go from discourse
towards its interior ... go towards its external conditions of possibility, towards what
gives rise to the aleatory series of these events, and fixes its limits".

For Bourdieu, authority of the speaker is seen to be delegated by an institution. The use
of language is seen as depending on the "social position of the speaker, which governs
the access he can have to the language of the institution, that is, to the official, orthodox
and legitimate speech" (Bourdieu, p. 109). The significance of this is that access to the
legitimate instruments of expression is related to the participation in the authority of the
institution.

To succeed in an utterance, conditions must be fulfilled. These conditions come down
to "the question of the appropriateness of the speaker - or, better still, his social function
- and of the discourse he utters" (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 111). In fact, Bourdieu claims that
a performative utterance will fail whenever someone who has the 'power' to pronounce
it does not pronounce it.

It is not enough that the utterance is heard; it must be

recognized as discourse of authority:

it must be uttered by the person legitimately licensed to do so, known and
recognised as being able and enabled to produce this particular class of
discourse; it must be uttered in a legitimate situation, that is, in front of
legitimate receivers; it must be enunciated according to the legitimate forms
(Bourdieu, 1991, p. 113).
Given this, it is certain that a set of institutional conditions must be fulfilled in order for
discourse to be recognized. Bourdieu (p. 115) labels this discourse ritual discourse. A
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ritual will function and operate, according to Bourdieu (p. 115), when it presents itself
and is perceived as legitimate, "with stereotyped symbols serving precisely to show that
the agent does not act in his own name and on his own authority, but in his capacity as a
delegate". This does not mean that the agent is in fact acting only as a delegate; the
institution's interests are disguised using stereotyped symbols.

The stereotyped symbols that serve to show that the actions of the agent are only as a
delegate are similar to Callon's (1986) 'enrolment' and 'mobilisation'.

Enrolment is

described as "the group of multilateral negotiations, trials of strength and tricks that
accompany the interessements and enable them to succeed" (Callon, 1986, p. 211). The
ways in which actors may be enrolled are many, and a possible inclusion would be
through ritual discourse.

Mobilisation involves the masses following the representatives.

The delegates are

meant to be representing the masses; they are the ones who "are authorized to speak

legitimately" (Callon, 1986, p. 216). Callon (p. 216) claims that those delegates who are
supposed to be representative "are listened to because they have become the 'head' of
several populations". They are also listened to because of the ritual discourse that they
employ, one which makes the 'others' feel a part of the institution. In a way, this takes
place as an act of mobilisation:

These chains of intermediaries which result in a sole and ultimate
spokesman can be described as the progressive mobilisation of actors who
render (certain) propositions credible and indisputable by forming alliances
and acting as a unit of force (Callon, 1986, p. 216).
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Thus, the stereotyped symbols play an important part in mobilizing actors, and Callon's
framework of translation is an attempt to explain "how a few obtain the right to express
and to represent the many silent actors of the social and natural worlds they have
mobilised" (p. 224).

The ritual discourse to which Bourdieu refers can be made effective by conditions
brought together "only by an institution which is invested with the power to control its
manipulation" (p. 115). The effectiveness of words is only achieved when the people
subjected to it recognize the speaker as authorized. Or, the effectiveness of words is
achieved when those subjected to it fail to realize that when they submit to it they are
contributing to the words legitimation.

Foucault (1970) has also referred to the issue of an authorised speaker and rituals. He
recognises the speaker as having to satisfy "certain requirements", as having to be
"qualified" (Foucault, 1970, p. 61). This qualification is labelled by Foucault as that
which

defines the gestures, behaviour, circumstances, and the whole set of signs
which must accompany discourse; finally, it fixes the supposed or imposed
efficacity of the words, their effect on those to whom they are addressed,
and the limits of their constraining value (1970, p. 62).
2.3.4 Censorship

Bourdieu (1991) also looks at censorship and the imposition of form, which are both
ways in which to secure control over the use of language sets. Censorship is seen by
Bourdieu (p.13 8) as "the structure of the field itself which governs expression by
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governing both access to expression and the form of expression". Thus, it is the control
over using language and the control over its form.

Censorship can be explicit and/or implicit.

Explicit censorship relies on explicit

prohibitions which are "imposed and sanctioned by an institutionalized authority"
(Bourdieu, p.138). The need for explicit censorship diminishes as:

the mechanisms which ensure the allocation of agents to different positions
are increasingly capable of ensuring that the different positions are occupied
by agents able and inclined to engage in discourse (or to keep silent) which
is compatible with the objective definition of the position (Bourdieu, p.138).
This form of censorship (implicit control over the use of language) is more effective in
that it is hidden. People do not realise that censorship is occurring, and that is where the
power of censorship lies. As will be discussed later, this form of censorship takes place
within the accounting community.

It occurs via mechanisms which ensure the

allocation of accounting professionals to different positions, in which professionals are
able and inclined to engage in the "official" accounting discourse or keep quiet.
Bourdieu states it more clearly:
Among the most effective and best concealed censorship are all those which
consist in excluding certain agents from communication by excluding them
from the groups which speak or the places which allow one to speak with
authority (1991, p.138).
Implicit censorship in this form, however, must be acknowledged as only eliminating
the visible signs of conflict (McGettigan, 1998, para 11 ). An example of this is where
"leaders of political parties may enhance the appearance of party unity by denying
spokespersons of 'radical' factions the opportunity to speak at conventions"
(McGettigan, 1998, para 11 ). What this fails to address is a third element of power
through censorship, that being "invisible conflict" (McGettigan, 1998, para 13).
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Members of a group may "be encouraged to engage consensually in social projects that
may be antagonistic to their real interests" (McGettigan, 1998, para 14).

This may be to what Bourdieu refers as remaining silent: that to reach consensus either
by eliminating "noise" from a group, or that those in the groups are able to agree or
remain silent, not truly knowing if their interests are in opposition to the group's
interest. Consensus is not enough to assume absence of conflict, one needs to "take into
account the dimensions of power that serve to structure events prior to their enactment"
(McGettigan, 1998, para14). This is like the post-modernist version of the modernist
term 'group dynamics'.

The imposition of form also plays an implicit function in the control over language.
This was discussed earlier through Goodrich's work, but again it is important to
mention it as it is closely linked to censorship. There are controls linked to institutions
that determine the form of discourse. This occurs through the ordering of authoritative
texts, the influence over education, and the authority over content, and so on.
Particularly, control over content is a very significant aspect of censorship. It relates to,
for instance, anything from issues such as content of agendas in meetings to issues over
content/meaning of words.

In order to provide a rich analysis of the problematic nature of an accounting language,

it is important to discuss the content of an accounting language set. Earlier in this
chapter, I stated that there were instances in accounting situations where people spoke
but were not heard, or were reinterpreted.

Understanding why this occurs can be

revealed not only through the focus on control over language, but also through the focus
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on a chosen set of words which form a community's "official" language.

As

emphasised previously, language is embedded with particular interests and intentions.
Thus, an analysis of a language set itself is seen as being a significant part of this
research.

2.4

LANGUAGE SETS: CONTROL OVER CONTENT OF

WORDS/MEANINGS
Specifically, there is a control over the choice of language used. The language "set"
itself - that is, the words/meanings - can also limit the contributions to be made within a
community.

The language employed in formal situations must be from a specific

language set, with agreed upon meanings.

The words chosen and the meanings

embedded can form limitations to discussion (oral or written). Any language set that
forms the "standard" for a community can be analyzed, and those language sets chosen
by professional communities can be generalized as problematic.

Goodrich (1987) discusses the problematic nature of the language set constructed by
professions, with specific attention to the legal profession. He proposes that this type of
analysis should focus on: "its self-articulation or internal ordering, intradiscourse, and
its relation to other discourses and discursive formations, its interdiscourse" (Goodrich,
1987, p.144).

Intradiscourse refers to the internal structure of a discourse, or its self-definition - "its
internal ordering and development of concepts" (Goodrich, p.146). Goodrich (p.146)
states that the social authorization of a discourse is replicated in its self-authorization,
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that is, "its delimitation of its objects, its elaboration of rules and procedures appropriate
to recognition or knowledge of such objects, and its privileging of specific
terminologies, values and meanings in its sytematisation".

2.4.1 Professional Intradiscourse

Goodrich analyses the precision of legal intradiscourse and states that it is a declaration
of a unitary language and a closed discourse. This self-presentation of language as
unitary creates the social image of language which is "rational and universal, a science precise, certain, predictable, repetitious and alien to any specific context" (p.175). It is
not that the legal discourse is so specialized that it is not available to those outside the
legal discipline, it is that the

social organisation and form of that discourse powerfully justifies - by
means of linguistic and discursive exclusion - the actual hierarchy and the
specific content and functions of the semantic (social, political and
ideological) choices which that discourse expresses and perpetuates
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 176).
Goodrich sees legal discourse as very technical and archaic, as borrowing from medieval
English and French, and as using Latin terms and phrases. Legal language is classified
as a professional language, as is the accounting language.

The importance of a

specialized language, for Goodrich, is its "expressive and intentional dimensions, its
implications in respect of classification, coherence and articulation" (p.177).

Edelman (1974) has also discussed the specialized language of professions. He refers to
this language as the political language of the helping professions. This would include
the legal profession that Goodrich discusses and it would also include the accounting
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profession. The accounting profession claims to be serving the public and is therefore
making a claim to be "helping".

For Edelman, we are socialized to see the language of helping professions as
professional and non-political. A characteristic of this specialized language is that it
defines "other people's statuses (through) the special terms they employ to categorise
clients and justify restrictions of their physical movements" (Edelman, p. 45). Edelman
refers to the medical profession as an example, and the accounting profession is similar.
Similar in that the accounting language uses categories to define, for instance, investors,
and the definitions used are such that they justify the restrictions on the movements of
investors (ie, that they are interested in profit, implicitly excluding interests in nonmonetary issues).

Once categories are established, this will define what is relevant about the person
labelled. Edelman states that:

It is crucial to the powerful that descriptions of their treatment of others
highlight the benefits and not the physical, psychological or economic costs
of submission. Rationales for restraints are usually ambiguous abstractions
(1974, p. 50).
These ambiguous abstractions are terms such as national security, public welfare, and
specifically to accounting, public interest. Thus restraining people from doing or saying
certain things can be justified through reference to terms such as 'acting in the public
interest'.

The language used to describe certain actions may be hiding the political

consequences while at the same time the language is rationalizing that action.
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Bourdieu (1985) discusses the power of naming and categorizing social groups. He
states that

This work of categorization, i.e., of making explicit and of classification, is
performed incessantly, at every moment of ordinary existence, in the
struggles which agents clash over the meaning of the social world and their
position within it (Bourdieu, 1985, p. 729, cited in Oakes et al, 1998).

Oakes et al (1998) expand on this point by discussing the power of naming. They see it
as

powerful

m

that

nammg

"displaces

existing

names,

identities,

and

understandings ... Every field is characterized by a struggle to monopolize legitimate
naming" (Oakes et al, 1998). Oakes et al also describe this process as having the
appearance of neutral and normal, of being technical, which reduces the chances of
resistance.

Oakes et al (1998) specifically look at business planning and its effect on an
organization.

They see it as being powerful in its ability to legitmately name.

Specifically, business plans are seen to

Actively construct the seeable and the sayable by specifying what will be
documented and what will be ignored. Aspects that are named and
categories that are recognized gain legitimacy and importance. Those
aspects that are not named or that fall outside the accepted categories lose
legitimacy and are ignored (Oakes et al, 1998).
Referring to the example above, for accounting, the categories and names established by
the profession have the same effect. Investors with interests in profit are accepted as the
"real" investors, whereas investors with a social conscience are ignored or lose
legitimacy in the scheme of things.

The power of naming and categorization is

discussed by Goodrich in his descriptions of intradiscourse.
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The analysis of intradiscourse may reveal areas that are problematic. According to
Goodrich (1987) there are three areas of legal intradiscourse that can be revealed as
problematic, and these aspects are also evident in an accounting language (which will be
demonstrated in Chapter Five). The claim is that professional language, such as that of
the legal discipline, exhibit a generic vocabulary, generalise through stereotypes, and
exhibit a modality of uncertainty.

(i) Generic Vocabulary

The first is labelled "a generic and intentional vocabulary" (Goodrich, p. 179). By
generic Goodrich is referring to the characteristic series of broad and very loose terms of
legal language, and he also provides examples of such terms. He concludes that they are
generic in that:

the words at issue bear no very clear meaning; they are generic and subject
to contradiction, exception and limitation, as well as to extension,
multiplication as and when occasion requires. The terms are connotative
and symbolic: they lend themselves to an obfuscating, rhetorical or symbolic
usage, to figurative and analogical manipulations within which their actual
meaning or referent is obscure (Goodrich, 1987, p. 179).

This means that the authorized speaker is offered a great range or power over
judgement. They can use these words for many purposes and as powerful tools to judge
situations; "they (professional terms) marshal popular support for professional
discretion" (Edelman, 1974, p. 48).

In accounting, the term 'true and fair' vtew offers much scope for judgements by

auditors. As will be discussed in Chapter Five, this feature of accounting language is
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referred to as indetermination (Boreham, 1983). Bourdieu (1985, p. 728, cited in Oakes
et al, 1998) argues that "a degree of indeterminacy and fuzziness .. .is what provides the
basis for a plurality of world views and to all the symbolic struggles for the power to
produce and impose the legitimate worldview". However, it will be argued that it
allows an accounting profession to impose their worldview, rather than allow a plurality
of world views.

(ii) Generalisation

A second problematic aspect of intradiscourse exhibited in legal language is labeled
"abstraction or generalisation" by Goodrich (1987, p. 179). Generalisation refers to a
tendency of:
establishing distance, impersonality and the possibility of rapid
generalisation or exit from a concrete and unique instance of material
conflict or dispute, to the universals of a normative rhetoric (Goodrich,
1987, p. 180).

Generalisation works to abolish the context and identity of the people of the processes
that are described and judged, and it "assumes a straightforward, unproblematic,
continuity between concrete instance and abstract norm" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 180).
Goodrich gives an example of the generalization that takes place with the legal
language, one which involves a case of a security firm whose agent burnt down the
factory that it was supposed to be protecting.

Initially, the security firm looked to be covered by a contract. However, a quote by the
judge expresses the general norm with no reference to the contract. It then is ruled that
"the contract breaker (object) is obliged (process) by the common law (agent) to pay
compensation (instrument)" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 180 - 181). Goodrich (p. 181) claims
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that this statement lacks any directive speech act and that the impersonality of the
utterance depicts a de-personalized state of affairs which is nominal and passive. There
is an objectification of the behaviour which tends to "generalise beyond the context and
institutionalisation of the utterance" (Goodrich, p.181 ).

Goodrich finds this tendency interesting in that it is able to assist particular forms of
legitimation.

It objectifies by using stereotypes and typifications, or membership

categorizations and identities. This tendency to establish distance, impersonality and
objectivity through the language is also evident in accounting. The accounting language
has many stereotypes and membership categories; such as "investors", "creditors",
"community", and "accounting professionals".

(iii) Modality

The third aspect of intradiscourse that Goodrich (1987, p. 181) discusses is labeled
"surface narrative structure and characterisation (modality/transitivity)". Modality refers
to several features in language, which Goodrich states are present in legal language.
They are:

modal auxiliaries (might, could, can, etc), adjectives expressing certainty or
uncertainty (possible, likely, certain, etc), verbs expressing mental and
logical processes (seems that, thinks that, feels that, etc) (Goodrich, p. 181).

As well as this, particular forms of modality are stated (Goodrich, p. 182) to be linked to
specific characterizations and stereotypes.

There are roles and people who are

automatically associated with specific processes and action; and there are particular
vocabularies that increase status. An example of this in legal language is provided by
Goodrich (p. 182).
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Goodrich refers to a description of rioting between 'blacks' and the police. Present in
the description are two forms of vocabulary: one of rationality from the narration of
police action, and one of emotion and irrationality from the narration of 'blacks' action.
In the description, the police were said to:

'take decisions', 'properly and reasonably' reach a viewpoint, 'exercise
judgement', 'see dangers', 'make imaginative innovations', 'establish
liaison', have 'good intentions and efforts', and are generally characterised
throughout in terms of objective 'behaviour' (Goodrich, 1987, p. 182).

Also in the description, the 'blacks' were said to be

'driven by despair' , feel and 'have feelings', have a 'sense of rejection' and
of 'insecurity', are subject to 'rapidly circulating rumours', are 'distrustful',
'imagine' and have 'popular attitudes and beliefs', are 'hostile' and
'suspicious' (Goodrich, 1987, p. 182).

Overall, Goodrich finds that the police are described using expressions of 'rationality',
while the language used for the actions of 'blacks' is embedded in a "modality of
exclusion, of collective emotional myths generated by a life on the streets" (p. 182).
This description of the riot provides an example of analyzing the surface structure of a
discourse, one which exhibits a modality of uncertainty.

2.4.2 Professional Interdiscourse

Moving from an analysis of intradiscourse to an analysis of interdiscourse, Goodrich
( 1987) states that the distinction between the two is merely one of the level of analysis.
Where intradiscourse is the "self-articulation of a discourse", interdiscourse can be
described as "the hierarchical relationship - the relations of inclusion and exclusion between (a discourse), other discourses, and the social whole" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 183).
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During the description of legal intradiscourse, Goodrich referred to features of selfpresentation of authority and distance. These characteristics of legal language are also
important in describing legal interdiscourse; that is, "the image of authority and
distance, is both a mechanism for excluding challenges to legal language, and also a
specific strategy or manner of relationship to other discourses and audiences"
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 183). Thus, presenting a discourse as authoritative, as a unitary
language, is a strategic play at persuasion; it is an attempt at excluding from the
authority of law (and accounting) "the possibility of alternative meanings and other
discourses" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 183).

The interdiscursive issue for Goodrich (1987, p. 183) then, is that legal language
contains a "rhetoric of 'inclusion', or of identification".

Therefore, legal language

presents itself as apart from other languages, and in so doing has the "social power to
intentionally determine the language and discourses exterior to it" (Goodrich, 1987, p.
184). Any other language is then inferior to legal language, and in the process this
translates into exclusion of that language, since it is seen as departing from the "belief
system and preconstructions oflegal language" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 184).

Goodrich (1987) provides a lengthy illustration analyzing legal interdiscourse.

He

analyses the categories of 'sovereign' and 'subject' and states that they represent "twin
poles within a hierarchy of command and authority" (Goodrich, p. 185). Basically what
is discussed is that these categories are presented as being singular; they "perpetuate the
social image or rhetoric of an authorised discourse, a univocal and closed control of
meaning" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 187).
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However, Goodrich (1987) illustrates that 'sovereignty' and 'subject' are not universal
and singular in meaning. With reference to 'sovereignty' particularly, Goodrich (1987,
p. 188) describes it as "a series of techniques and meanings within legal interdiscourse"
and as "a diffuse yet generally available rhetoric".

Sovereignty refers to the idea of the legal speaking subject, and catchwords include
'freedom', 'individuals' and 'rights'. However, if the speaker does not follow the style of
legal language, it is stated that:

After the event, the law arrives to reconstruct the discourse of others - after
it has been uttered, after the context of its uttering has become cold and alien
to its author - and endows it with significance, relevance and meaning
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 190).

Therefore, what is implied is that at face value the term sovereignty appears to offer
'freedom' and the 'right' to speak, but in the same instance, the law reconstructs what
people say. The term within the legal language is contradictory.

An important conclusion to the analysis of 'sovereignty' and 'subject' is made by

Goodrich (1987, p. 193): "the interdiscursive rhetoric of sovereignty and power, of
rights and duties, is the discourse of power in a dual sense". By this it is meant that the
term sovereignty implies freedom, equality and consensus within social relations.
However, on the other hand:

these preconstructions of legal interdiscourse emerge in the legal text as
powerful devices for excluding and obscuring alternative or oppositional
readings and meanings of concrete decisions, or instances of regulation
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 193).
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Another aspect of Goodrich's (1987) interdiscursive analysis focused on 'semantic
appropriation'. He uses a case to demonstrate this aspect, which primarily revolves
around the term 'gift' which is used to describe fare cuts, "its connotation being
anthropological or festive rather than economic" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 194). However,
the case became involved in discussion over the meaning of the word 'economic'.

Goodrich (1987, p. 197) claimed that the "semantic appropriation of the term economic
was one of the principal achievements of the decision as a whole". The case itself and
all its procedures were claimed to translate into the institutionalizing of the meaning
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 197).

The several judges had several meanings which they expressed during the case. The
judges could have appropriated "any of a large number of meanings to resolve the case"
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 201). However, they viewed the economics of the fare cut in
"highly simplistic terms of a straightforward nature" (Goodrich, p. 201-202) which
excluded other meanings for economic.

Goodrich (1987) concludes with reference to what transpired in reaching the
conclusions of the judges. They used arguments that indicated "a legal vocabulary" and
were "specifically recognisable for a professional audience but largely exclusory or
simply bemusing for those located in less specialised codes" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 199).
This demonstrated the initial identification of legal discourse as being apart from other
discourses, or as Goodrich (1987, p. 201) states "rhetorical identification".
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This is typical of the accounting field also, where the language used in arguments
(debates) occurring within the institutionalised framework of accounting, is seen to be
understandable to the accounting profession, but not so to others. In an article published
in The Public Accountant (1923, p. 175-176), it was stated that a "clever accountant
makes a dull witness" and the "reason: the accountant witness gives his testimony in
language foreign to the laymen - technical explanation not interesting to the court".

Although outwardly facetious, this quote is powerful in its unconscious description of
an exclusionary accounting language. This exclusionary nature is typical of professions
in general, as Larson (1977, p. 168) states "The gap in competence between
professionals and laymen, institutionalized by the monopolies of training and
certification, ipso facto sets every professional apart: he belongs to a privileged society
of 'knowers"'.

As part of the initial identification of legal discourse as being apart from other
discourses, Goodrich (1987, p. 199) claims that the judges also used "rhetorical
exclusions" in the case. First, they exhibited conceptual absences in that they failed to
come to terms with the artistic terminologies contained in law and they refused "to
admit the potentially relevant discourses of the administrative and economic sciences"
(Goodrich, 1987, p. 200).

Secondly, they exhibited empirical absences in that they failed to mention the "socioeconomic and political relations actually appertaining between different social groups or
classes" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 200). The issue is seen as purely legal and therefore
separate from other discourses, as well as separate from the actual persons involved.
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What could be generally said about the interdiscursive analysis that Goodrich (1987)
undertakes is that it should focus on the ways in "which it (the language) appropriates
the meaning of other discourses and of social relations themselves, while specifically
denying that it is doing so" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 204).

2.5 A PROBLEMATIC BEGINNING: LINGUISTIC UNIFICATION
How has it occurred that there is control over language, and that the language set is
littered with content/meaning that is so problematic, as to result in the limited debate
and restrictions to its contribution. It is argued that these problems exist due to a
problematic formation of the language set. It is through the standardisation/unification
of a chosen language set, that such problems arise.

In order to offer some explanation of the problematic professional discourse, I will
discuss how such problems arose and why they remain. Given that I recognise the
importance of language, its history could be traced back to a particular point in time.
Any language set, be it the larger language set of a nation or the subsets such as an
accounting language, has an origin.

The problems that I will identify with the accounting language (the words and the
control over use) have arisen due to a process of linguistic unification, which spans
many decades. Bourdieu (1991) talks of this process in reference to the forming of a
Nation, and such a process was also significant to the forming of an accounting
profession (this will be shown in Chapter 3)
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A determinate set of "speaking subjects", be it citizens of a country or the "citizens" of
an accounting "world", are at some point led in practice to accept a specific language,
which Bourdieu (1991, p. 44) calls the "official" language. This "official" language, as
opposed to local languages, has come about from institutional conditions which are
necessary for its generalised codification and imposition.

Once this has occured, the "official" language is known and recognised "throughout the
whole jurisdiction of a certain political authority (and) helps in tum to reinforce the
authority which is the source of its dominance" (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 45). It helps to
reinforce this authority by having the interests of the authority embedded in the
"official" language.

An official language is produced with certain groups' interests in mind. Those interests

are shifting and historical, and those groups would have gathered force through the
forming of alliances, enroling others, and so on (Callon, 1986; Robson, 1993).
However, as an example of the claim that the group's interests may be shifting or
conflicting, the Australian accounting profession does not always have a united interest.

Walker (1993, p. 108) has argued that auditors may want detailed wording in standards
in order to reduce uncertainty, whereas accountants in industry may want loose wording
in standards in order to exercise "professional judgement". However, in accepting the
different interests, it is argued that "those factions within the profession may have a
common desire to engage in sufficient standard-setting or rule-enforcement activities in
order to 'keep government out'" (Walker, 1993, p. 108).
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The above example demonstrates that there may still be a moment where a particular
interest is seen to be what the group is "about", what is thought to be the interests of the
group (however mistaken they may be, or unintended) and I argue that it is crucial to the
group to have these interests captured in an "official" language.

The formation of an "official" language can only take place as the particular groups are
forming, as in the forming of the State, and more relevantly, the forming of the
accounting profession. This "official" language then becomes "obligatory on official
occasions and in official places" (Bourdieu, 1991, p. 45) (it is recognised that in
informal situations another language is often used, much like the local dialects of a
nation). It also becomes a norm against which all "linguistic practices" are measured.
For example, as I have mentioned previously, sometimes in accounting situations words
spoken by certain people are reinterpreted to fit the "official" accounting language.

This occurs because the particular community (eg, accounting community) has to
provide a unified image. It is important that the "official" language is able to impose
itself as the only legitimate language, and therefore any other "dialect" will have to be
measured against the "official" language.

A situation arises then of establishing

relations for linguistic domination, by integrating into "a single 'linguistic community',
which is a product of the political domination that is endlessly reproduced by
institutions capable of imposing universal recognition of the dominant language"
(Bourdieu, 1991, p. 46).

However, to get to this stage whereby a particular language set is recognised and
accepted as the "official" language (or the legitimate/universal/standard language), there
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ts, as Bourdieu states, a process of linguistic unification.

To explain this process,

Bourdieu specifically refers to the French Revolution (the making of a Nation).

2.5.J A Process ofLinguistic Unification

Bourdieu (1991, p. 46) starts out by explaining that the process of linguistic unification
goes hand in hand with "the process of constructing the monarchical state". Other local
languages of the French people progressively gave way to the language of certain
cultivated groups in Paris, and this language was promoted to the official language. It
was used in many forms (eg, written), and as a result, the oral form of the local language
was degenerating, as it was socially devalued. Bourdieu gives an example of this to
indicate that it did in fact occur, which was that there was a shift in the meaning of the
word patois.

During this time, there was a situation of bilingualism, whereby both the official
language and the local languages were used.

However, the lower classes such as

peasants, were limited to using the local languages, where as "the aristocracy, the
commercial and business bourgeoisie had access to the use of the official language"
(Bourdieu, 1991, p. 47).

Bourdieu (1991, p. 47) claims that these elite people had everything to gain from "the
Revolutionary policy of linguistic unification".

In fact, according to Bourdieu,

promoting the official language to a status of the national language gave them a
monopoly of politics and communication with the government. Imposing this language
was part of a political strategy to perpetuate the gains of the Revolution, that is, to make
it look beneficial to all.
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This has also occured within the accounting profession through the conceptual
framework projects and accounting standards. Such strategies were/are used to unify an
accounting language, and in the process, the accounting profession has gained a
monopoly of communication.

The gains of having an accounting profession are

perpetuated through a Conceptual Framework [CF], which are made to look beneficial
to all, when in fact the CF is restrictive in terms of contribution to discourse. This issue
will be discussed further in Chapters Three, Four and Five.

Fairclough (1989) has also referred to the importance of this aspect in the process of
linguistic unification. He states one aspect of standardisation that occurs as being:

that rhetorical claims are made on behalf of the standard variety; that it is the
language of the whole people, that everyone uses it, that everyone holds it in
high esteem, and so on (Fairclough, p. 22).

This is similar to Bourdieu's claims that the elite promote the "official" language.

However, Bourdieu (p. 47) states that it is "naive to attribute the policy of linguistic
unification solely to the technical needs of communication between the different parts of
the territory, or to see it as the direct product of a state centralism determined to crush
'local characteristics"'. In accounting terms, an example of an argument like this would
be "Standardization of R&D definition and collection was promoted in order to
facilitate international comparisons" (Robson, 1993, p. 10).
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Such arguments of assisting communication were also often used in the battle for
unification of the Australian accounting profession, as in its early beginnings there were
many bodies being formed, and communication between them was less than efficient.

However, Bourdieu argued that a policy of linguistic unification was a struggle for
symbolic power over the formation and reformation of 'mental structures'. That is, to
gain recognition for a new language of authority, which will be linked to the new
interests of new groups, and which is not expressible in the local idioms. This purpose
of linguistic unification can also be demonstrated as driving the accounting profession to
control production of an "official" accounting language.

Therefore, Bourdieu claims that only when the making of the 'nation' has new usages
and functions is it necessary to forge a standard language and at the same time to
normalise the products of the linguistic community. A process of codification and
normalising occurs which "is aimed at attaining minimal variation in form through
setting down the prescribed language code in a written form" (Fairclough, 1989, p. 57).

An example of codification is the production of a dictionary. The dictionary actually

gives the image of language as that which Saussure believes, a stock of words which
will function as a universal code. For the accounting community, codification and
normalising have been attempted/achieved through the conceptual framework projects
and accounting standards, much like the production of an English speaking dictionary.

2. 5. 2 Acknowledging the Social/Historical

Goodrich has also referred to the processes that take place during the forming of an
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official language when he refers to the importance of analysing discursive processes:

the manner in which diverse linguistic practices produce divergent meanings
within and according to the (historical) context and (social) purposes, of
group and class interaction within a society which is itself organised
according to specific patterns of linguistic and political hierarchy (1987, p.
137-138).
There is the implication of having to study the history of linguistic practices and how
they produced different meanings over time and the social influences on those
meanings. In fact, Goodrich ( 1989) states further that "any account of language use, in
tum, must understand the language system as a social phenomenon, and as an
empircally and historically existent practice or matrix of practices" (p. 139).

Goodrich talks also of the stratification of a national language into other subsets of
language. An example of this would be the accounting language subset. The issues
discussed are similar to the issues that arise in the unification of a national language, and
Goodrich refers specifically to the work of Bakhtin:

the internal stratification of any single national language into social dialects,
characteristic
group
behaviour,
professional
jargons,
generic
languages .. .languages of authorities .. .languages that serve the specific sociopolitical purposes of the day.. .is indesputable (1981, p. 262-263).
What is at issue for both Goodrich and Bakhtin is the struggle for mastery over
discourse, which is linked to the idea of conflicts occuring during linguistic unification.
Bakhtin also lays emphasis on the importance of providing "a political history of the
stratification of national languages and of the actual struggles, of the unities and
conflicts, that constitute the heteroglot reality and social life of discourse" (Goodrich,
1987, p. 155).
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Another point concerning Bakhtin's stratification of language is to view the unification
of language in its historical and ideological contexts. Languages are described as arising
from and being shaped by "the historically aktuell forces at work in the verbalideological evolution of specific social groups" (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 270).

Generally, Bakhtin has two principles about discursive processes.

One is that "he

regards it as essential that the language system be viewed from the perspective of its
historicity" (Goodrich, 1987, p. 143). Language has a past and that history has given the
language multiple meanings and ideological accents.

Secondly, Bakhtin sees "the

instance of discourse, the utterance, (as) also to be explained sociologically" (Goodrich,
1987, p. 143).

Volosinov (1973) is also referred to by Goodrich (1989), where he talks of the
ideological threads embedded in language. Volosinov (p. 19) states that "countless
ideological threads running through all areas of social intercourse register effect in the
word". He believes that the word "is the most sensitive index ofsocial changes" (p. 19).
Thus, during a process of linguistic unification, the meanings assigned to words change,
as the community goes through change - for example, the forming of a state, the
forming of an accounting profession - and the ideologies of different social groups enter
the words.

2.5.3 Educational Systems

As part of the processes leading to an "official" language, one which is produced
legitmately and imposed, Bourdieu (p. 48) states that "the educational system plays a
decisive role".

During the educational upbringing of the French children of the
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Revolution, they were taught a clear and fixed language. By doing this, the teacher was
"already inclining them (children) quite naturally to see and feel things in the same way,
and he work(ed) to build the common consciousness of the nation" (Bourdieu, 1991, p.
49).

In any educational upbringing, people (children) are exposed to new language, values,

beliefs, which Fairclough (1989) describes as "members' resources" (MR).

These

resources are social because they have been socially generated. People then internalise
"what is socially produced and made available to them, and use this internalised MR to
engage in their social practice, including discourse" (p. 24).

During a process of

internalising a specific language set, one is also implicitly internalising hidden
interests/ideologies.

Therefore, it is important for a policy of linguistic unification to include educational
systems, since this is where the new language set, with its special interests/ideologies,
will be taken aboard and internalised.

People then gain a feeling of belonging, a

consciousness of the nation, or within the accounting community, a consciousness of the
accounting profession.

Goodrich (1987, p. 172) has also emphasised the significance of educational systems
when referring to the discipline of law, as "an important facet to the highly restrictive
process of institutionalisation". The entry into law school is seen by Goodrich, like
other disciplines, as highly competitive and when entered gives an element of
uniformity to a group of future professionals. More significantly, as Goodrich (p. 172)
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states, "entry into law school is the start of an extremely lengthy process of socialisation
into the techniques and languages of an authoritarian hierarchy".

2.6 THE SIGNIFICANCE OF THE THEORETICAL CONTEXT
It can now be seen that an analysis of language from a critical\altemative perspective is
rich and insightful. Applying this to the analysis of an accounting language will prove
crucial in demonstrating that the accounting profession has constructed an accounting
language that is limiting, which has been institutionalised, with certain interests
embedded. It will also prove useful in demonstrating that the accounting profession has
control over the use of accounting language. And finally, I will be able to conclude that
it is for these reasons that situations exists where some people are heard in the
accounting community, specifically in accounting situations (ie debates), while others
are not heard, or, more commonly are reinterpreted.
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CHAPTER THREE

THE UNIFICATION OF LANGUAGE: THE HISTORY OF THE
AUSTRALIAN

ACCOUNTING

PROFESSION

AND

ITS

EMPLOYMENT OF LINGUISTIC UNIFICATION

3.1 INTRODUCTION
Has the accounting profession experienced linguistic unification? Before addressing
this question, it must be stated that the accounting profession is considered to be those
groups that have formal recognition as accounting bodies. In the early 1900's these
institutes and societies were many. However, over time these groups have merged or
disbanded, resulting in the existence of two major accounting bodies: the Institute of
Chartered Accountants in Australia [ICAA] and CPA Australia (until recently, known as
the Australian Society of Certified Practicing Accountants [ASCPA]). To argue that the
ICAA and CPA Australia make up the accounting profession is supported by the South
Australian Government, who in 1977 established a Committee to .inquire into the
Registration and Conduct of

Accountants, with the majority of the Committee

considering the membership of either the Institute or the Society as appropriate because
according to them, these two bodies constituted the profession (South Australian
Government, 1979, p. 26).

To recognise a process of linguistic unification as having been experienced I need to
examine the history of the formation of the Australian accounting profession, as it is
when groups are forming, and more specifically merging towards unification, that a
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process of linguistic unification takes place. Initially, I felt that the theoretical idea of
linguistic unification taking place would be difficult to reveal as a context of the
Australian accounting profession's history, since the accounting professional bodies
have not achieved complete unification to this present day. It is well known, and quite
the sour point, that the two accounting bodies have failed in their often-expressed
interest to unify. In 1970 and 1980-1981 there were attempts to merge the two bodies:
Neither, though, was successful; despite the fact that, on both occasions,
each of the bodies ran a campaign of compromise, of listening to members'
doubts, of responding to them, and, generally, providing visionary
leadership (Linn, 1996, p. 193).
In March 1991, and as recently as 1998/1999, attempts were again made to unite the two

bodies, but these failed.

However, the theoretical idea of linguistic unification (as proposed by Bourdieu) does
not say anything about a final unity of groups. This failure to unite the two accounting
bodies is not seen as evidence to suggest that unification was not occurring. In spirit,
the accounting profession (as one, with some unified and separate structures) has
continuously called for unification. The profession did form into a somewhat many
structured institution, but it does not mean that it never saw the need to be recognised as
one. What is important is that what could not be achieved through the merging of the
two bodies, was achieved through the formation of other institutional arrangements that
would provide the unified "image" the profession was searching for; namely, the
Australian Accounting Research Foundation [AARF, initially known as Accounting
Research Foundation].
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It could be argued that a process of linguistic unification was a crucial part of promoting
to the accounting community a "unified image" of the accounting profession. Through
the joint issuing of standards and the production of a conceptual framework, the ICAA
and CPA Australia are promoting a unified image, and at the same time, maintaining
their stronghold over accounting situations through control over an "official" language.

This chapter will demonstrate that the accounting community within Australia has
experienced linguistic unification. The accounting community is described to include
accounting professional bodies (large and small), the business sector, government
bodies (large and small) and users of accounting information (as broad as any person
affected by accounting). The importance of demonstrating that linguistic unification has
been experienced, directed by the accounting profession, is that it allows an initial
understanding of the process that resulted in the accounting profession securing control
over who may speak and what may be said on accounting issues.

Bourdieu proposes that a process of linguistic unification begins with the forming of
social groups, where it is important to provide a unified image, to gain a monopoly of
communication within the community.

This chapter will demonstrate that, while

struggling to prove itself to a sometimes sceptical public, the accounting profession has
(implicitly and explicitly) fostered a process of linguistic unification, which will be
shown to have emerged before, during, and after the formation of the AARF (a
representation of unity). The time frame, late 1800's to early 1990's, is considered to be
significant to the analysis as it exhibits evidence of linguistic unification emerging; that
is, the specific characteristics of such a policy become evident with the emergence of the
accounting profession in Australia and up until accounting standards become
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enforceable upon the accounting community. Linguistic unification for the accounting
community in Australia is not a neatly occurring phenomenon. It is complex and hidden
during some years, while at other times, there is a heavy emphasis on the process.
Evidence of this will be provided by referring to specific characteristics of linguistic
unification that were emerging within the accounting community.

It is also noted here that a process of linguistic unification is continuous in that the
accounting profession has institutionalised those strategies and mechanisms that had
been created earlier, as well as continue to create new mechanisms. Chapter Four will
examine in more depth the particular strategies and mechanisms that were created as a
result of, and during, linguistic unification, that allow the accounting profession to
secure control over an accounting language. These will be discussed in terms of their
significance in the 1980's to the late 1990's. However, it will be shown in this chapter
that the foundations of the process have been set within the accounting community
during the first ninety years of the twentieth century. As a concluding commentary,
recent changes to the standard setting arena in Australia will be discussed in terms of
their impact on the accounting profession's ability to control linguistic unification.

3.2 THE HISTORICAL PROCESS OF LINGUISTIC UNIFICATION
EXPERIENCED

BY

THE

AUSTRALIAN

ACCOUNTING

COMMUNITY
3.2.1Late1800's to 1920's
In Australia, "the first organisations of accountants were organised on a local-state

basis" (Walker, 1994, p. 32), with the Adelaide Society of Accountants being the first in
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1885. The first national accounting body to be formed was the Federal Institute of
Accountants [FIA], in 1894. A year after its formation, the FIA was stressing the
importance of holding examinations, had created a library of texts for the use of their
members, and by 1916 had issued its first publication of The Federal Accountant
magazine (Maskell, 1944).

The creation of libraries, the imposition of exams and the publication of
magazines/newsletters were common activities undertaken by most of the accounting
bodies of the time. At an early stage, this can be seen as an attempt to attain an
important social status, one that is characteristic of professions. These activities could
also be described as subtle features of linguistic unification. The emphasis on education
and authorised texts are potential mechanisms enabling a unified language to be
imposed. However, it could be argued that at this stage the texts were varied and were
not proposing a sole legitimate language.

Although there was an abundance of accounting bodies in existence in the late 1800's,
and therefore no evidence of a united accounting profession, there were instances at this
early stage of some form of unified activity. One example of the accounting bodies
working together at an early stage appeared in the form of examinations. The Adelaide
Society of Accountants, in 1898, took steps to arrange uniform exams, the first of these
taking place in April 1899, and the last occurring in mid-1906 (Linn, 1996, p. 88-89).

What also occurred during this time was an interest to form a single group of
accountants, in line with the spirit of federation. A proposal was made in June 1902 to
form the Institute of Public Accountants in Australia, but its formation was a
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contentious one due to its distinction between practicing and non-practicing accountants
(Linn, 1996, p. 91). However, at this time it did not go ahead due to, it was argued, the
inability to promote a common interest (Linn, 1996, p. 92).

Without a common interest, and with the diverse number of accounting bodies existing
at the time, it was clear that in the first few years of the 1900' s the idea of unifying an
accounting language was not a concern of the accounting profession.

Implicitly,

however; elements crucial to a process of linguistic unification were being created. One
such element, as discussed in Chapter Two , was that of putting in place mechanisms to
educate.

The importance of education was acknowledged by most accounting bodies upon their
individual formation. However, ideas about how to implement educative procedures
were different between the bodies. Although most of the individual bodies held exams
and created student societies, none had formed concrete relationships with the tertiary
institutions.

However, there was encouragement for university teaching and the

receiving of a diploma. In fact, in 1899, the Commonwealth Institute of Accountants
was approached by the University of Melbourne "to recommend a lecturer in the
subjects of bookkeeping and accountancy'' (ASA, undated, p. 32 - 33). Being able to
supply the tertiary institutions with lecturers who were also members of the accounting
profession meant that at a subtle level, the profession could direct the future role of
education.

In 1904, the Royal Commission on the University of Melbourne [RCUM] looked into
education at university level.

During considerations of accounting education, the
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conumss10n invited commentators who were members of accounting associations,
banking, and commercial interests. One of the commentators, Mr Brentnall (who was
president of the Incorporated Institute of Accountants of Victoria, IIAV, at the time) was
asked several questions:

Judge: If a university course was arranged and if some members of the
institute were admitted to counsel, would their influence secure recognition
by accountants?
Mr Brentnall: I think so.
Judge: Would it be desirable to have some of your members participating in
the management?
Mr Brentnall: I think so, we would be the most likely people and most
competent (RCUM, 1904).

Along with other members of the accounting profession, Thomas Brentnall was an
interested player in educating future professionals. He was in fact "one of the first
members of the examination committee" of the IIAV (Brentnall, 1938, p. 65).

To suggest that the accounting profession was united in their views on education would
be misleading. The main argument against tertiary education (leaving it in the hands of
"others") was that it was too theoretical (as opposed to practical). There were others at
the commission who did not agree with Mr Brentnall entirely. Mr Raper (representative
from the Society of Accountants and Auditors of Victoria) disagreed that education was
needed by books. Mr Wilson (Vice president of the Federal Institute of Accountants)
agreed in some education but not at university level.

It was also noted at the RCUM that none of the accounting bodies had provided
educational facilitites for their students who were having to sit exams. So it seemed
fitting that a University degree would be beneficial, as "institutionalizing the
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professions' training programs within universities [would] separat[e] the knowledge of
the professions from special interests" (Richardson, 1988, p. 384). If there was going to
be tertiary education, then the accounting profession was very keen to have an influential
role, as was hinted at in these early days.

Another common feature of the accounting bodies in the early 1900's was to form
student societies.

Upon formation of a student union for the Corporation of

Accountants of Australia, there was an expressed belief that as "a member of the
students' union, [you] bec[a]me a speaking member" (The Public Accountant, 1902, p.
23). Becoming a speaking member of the accounting body of which you were a part
was important; it meant you were on your way to being taken seriously in accounting
situations. Not only were you considered a speaking member of the body, but this
flowed over to a speaking member of the accounting community, a significant element
of linguistic unification.

It was crucial for accounting bodies to set up their student societies so that they could
maintain control over the next generation of accountants; a control over who could
speak and what could be said. The formation of student societies explicitly adds to a
process of linguistic unification by providing an opportunity for the accounting
profession to promote ("preach") an "official" language to future accountants. The first
step to promoting a discourse as legitimate, is to convince ''your own kind" before going
"public".

In 1904, part of trying to convince your own included talks of amalgamating. The
Corporation of Accountants of Australia discussed a bill to be introduced to Parliament
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for regulating, and amalgamating, various institutes, forming one large and influential
body throughout Australia (The Public Accountant, 1904, p. 37). Nothing followed
immediately, but there was continuous calling for a Royal Charter, albeit by individual
groups, who quite often offended others. Again in 1907, a conference was held on the
matter of forming one organisation, which became the Australasian Corporation of
Public Accountants (ACPA] (Linn, 1996, p. 94; The Public Accountant, 1907, p. 154).
However, at the same time, many new bodies were springing up.

Unification of the accounting profession was somewhat started with the forming of the
larger group (ACP A), but overall the accounting bodies were many and quite often at
"loggerheads" with each other. In reality, the profession was not uniting, but in spirit
there was much expression of the need for unification to take place. When the ACPA
formed, comments came from those such as Mr Yarwood (prominent member of
ACP A), referring to it as "the true nationalization of Australian Accountancy'' (The
Public Accountant, 1909, p. 41 ).

There were continued calls for unification for many years following the formation of the
ACP A. Statements such as that made by Mr Gell (South Australian body of ACP A)
were common place: "I think we should strive for unification rather than multiplication"
(The Public Accountant, 1913, p. 216). There was even criticism from overseas, such as
that from the New Zealand accounting profession. The New Zealand members claimed
that the downfall of the Australian accounting profession was due to a lack of a single
unified accounting body, and they argued that we needed to learn that unanimity was
essential (The Public Accountant, 1923).
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During the 1920's, there was some expressed concern for the education of members of
the professional bodies. The ACP A, in its publication of the The Public Accountant,
delivered advice to students on the importance of examinations as there had been
excessive failures, which may have been a result of poor attendance at lectures (The

Public Accountant, 1924, p. 244). A concern that students were not listening would
trigger the educational efforts of the 1930's.

The disarray of accounting bodies at this time meant that the accounting profession was
missing out on many things; most importantly, the profession wanted to gain a Royal
Charter, but to do so would mean unification of some sort, or at least the perception that
they could work as one: "the pilgrimage to a charter was to be superseded by a journey
towards unification" (Linn, 1996, p. 111 ). It was hardly surprising then that Wilkinson
(1925, p. 119) commented that accountants had failed to adopt a uniform code of
technical terminology, with terms such as "capital", "reserves", and "profits" being
susceptible to different interpretations. As Bourdieu (1991) suggested, it is only when
formation of new social groups has new usages will it be necessary to unify language.
The gaining of a Royal Charter, which would signal an effort to unite, be it in structures
or in sharing of ideas, was absent, and thus the notion of linguistic unification was far
from the accounting profession's mind.

By 1928, a Royal Charter was granted to Mr Brentnall (president of the ACP A) and
associates (The Public Accountant, 1928, p. 3). The previous ACP A now became the
Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia [ICAA]. It was to signal the scope of
things to come. Now that this group had formed, with other smaller groups joining up, a
sense of some unity was being felt. The Institute of Public Accountants in Australasia,
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Sydney, together with the Institute of Incorporated Accountants of NSW and the
Commonwealth Institute of Accountants decided it was time for them to meet and
discuss amalgamation (Linn, 1996, p. 109). This occurred in 1930, forming the
Commonwealth Institute of Accountants [CIA].

By the end of the 1920's, an Australian accounting profession was forming/emerging,
with some signs of unification.

At this stage the individual bodies could see the

significance of imposing their interests on future generations. However, there was no
focus on an accounting language or terminology that would be universal. Mechanisms
that would aid linguistic unification were being formed within the individual bodies,
such as education/examinations, student groups and newsletters. These mechanisms
had the potential to aid in a process of linguistic unification.

3.2.2 1930's to 1940's

The gaining of the Royal Charter had signalled a need to form alliances, to unite as
much as possible all the smaller groups, in an effort to be seen as worthy of the Royal
Charter, or for those not granted the charter, to be seen as worthy of the status of a
profession. From these days onwards, a process of linguistic unification would appear
to become increasingly significant. A sign of this in the 1930's was the increased efforts
in terms of education of the younger members. The various institutes were supplying
classes and preparing exams.

The students were made to feel the significance of

education, and some students even "went on to take degree and diploma courses at
technical colleges and universities - education had taken on a vital role in accounting"
(Linn, 1996, p. 126).
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In the 1930's, the influence of the accounting profession in the development of tertiary
education for future accountants was not looked upon too favourably by academics
(Smyth, 1969). However, it appears that the Australian accounting profession were
successful in directing this aspect of linguistic unification:

Tertiary courses were oriented to what was considered to be the immediate
needs of the syllabuses of the professional bodies and by the kinds of
questions set in their examination papers (Smyth, 1969, p. 444).
Education undertaken by the professional bodies was being monitored and enforced by
the various institutes. Students were encouraged to attend special lectures that would be
geared toward their examinations. They were being fed the institutes ideas and taking
on their terminologies.

The institutes were making progress and a further step in

educating their members, both young and old, was the introduction of new journals.

The Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia issued the Accountant in Australia
during 1930 (Linn, 1996, p. 137), while in 1936 the Commonwealth Institute of
Accountants, together with the Federal Institute of Accountants, amalgamated their
previous journals and issued The Australian Accountant (ASA, undated, p. 33). Linn
(1996, p. 137) stated that the publications were "an exercise in unification and education
of the profession". More forcefully, Mitchell and Sikka (1993, p. 33) refer to such
publications as "captive accountancy magazines" and claim that "their aim is usually to
promote the official line" (p. 50, end note 9). Thus, while the institutes went to great
lengths to promote an image of a united profession through publications and education,
these same avenues were subtly being used to promote a standard language (not yet
official), an important element of linguistic unification.
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In 1936, for the first time, explicit attention was given to accounting terminology. Such
attention appeared at the hugely popular Australasian Congress on Accounting, held on
19th March, 1936 (ASA, undated, p. 34). It was here, for the first time in front of a

unified arena, that discussion took place concerning the significance of an accounting
terminology.

Alexander Fitzgerald presented his paper titled "Accounting

Terminology'' (Linn, 1996, p. 101) and following this, in 1937, he encouraged the CIA
"to become active in the areas of accounting principles and terminology'' (Zeff, 1973, p.
29).

A way of becoming active was for the CIA to set up a terminology committee, again
suggested by Fitzgerald (Zeff, 1973, p. 29). In 1938, the General Council of the CIA
appointed a committee on Accounting Principles and a committee on Accounting
Terminology (Zeff, 1973, p. 29). Explicitly, the CIA was showing a keen interest in
developing a universal accounting terminology, as well as accounting principles which
would endorse such terminology. As Bourdieu has stated, one aspect of unifying a
language would include the setting up of "jurists" whose job it would be to produce and
impose a standardised language. These committees represented institutional structures
that would aid in the process of linguistic unification, a process of codifying and
normalising.

At the same time, the ICAA was not as interested in forming structures for accounting
terminology, nor did it express concern over such issues.

For quite some time, they

kept silent on this aspect of unification. However, it is not to say that they were not
aware of the significance attached to promoting a standard accounting language.
Journals from the US were available in Australia, and in 1935, an article by Kohler
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appeared, addressing the need for a unified accounting language. It is difficult to say
why the ICAA was not as interested in accounting terminology. Of course, they had
achieved a great feat in obtaining the Charter. It could be argued that they felt safe in
their efforts to be seen as united and professional, to an accounting community that
looked for help. This Charter victory could see them through for some time.

The Committee on Accounting Terminology (of the CIA) remained non-active until
1940. This was seen to be the case because attempts were being made to bring the many
accounting bodies together, so that a unified effort could be made to clarify accounting
terminology (Zeff, 1973, p. 30). These attempts failed in that members of the ICAA
were not eager to unite, nor to prepare "standard accounting terminology" (p. 30).

In 1940, the CIA sought the opinions of overseas bodies, particularly the US, over their

attempts to achieve uniform terminology. Seeking opinion overseas was the suggestion
of Fitzgerald, who clearly had a significant influence intiating linguistic unification and
was seen to be "the intellectual leader of the Australian accounting profession for more
than three decades" (Zeff, 1973, p. 30).
examining overseas attempts.

He continued to stress the importance of

Based on responses from the US, the Committee on

Accounting Terminology was discouraged "from attempting to 'impose' standard
definitions on the business community and accountants" (Zeff, 1973, p. 30).

The

committee decided, instead, to issue a series of articles addressing definitions of selected
terms, which were published in The Australian Accountant. This can be seen as a way
of promoting a standard language to the status of "official" language, one that avoids the
need to rely on imposition.
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As well as this, the CIA moved to form relationships with, and present lectures at,
Universities during the early 1940's, which also happened to be during World War II
(Zeff, 1973, p. 31). This cannot be soley linked to the process of linguistic unification
that was under way, as there was an overall societal movement towards education during
this time (Linn, 1996, p. 157). The post-war period brought a lot of changes of which
"education became a pivot of national redevelopment" (Linn, 1996, p. 157). However,
the time was "ripe" for capturing the interests of the young and promoting an accounting
education, leading to the creation of well defined tertiary courses.

The first professionally recognised university course was that of the University of
Melbourne. The CIA "decided to recognize the examinations of the University of
Melbourne, as these had reached a particularly high standard" (ASA, undated, p. 46).
This was a start of many professionally recognised courses taught at tertiary institutions,
of which the accounting profession maintained some control.

It was also during this time that the ICAA started to tum its attention to matters of

terminology.

In 1944, members were exposed to an article from The Accountant

(London) dealing with terminology (Zeff, 1973, p. 2). It was proposed that ICAA would
issue pronouncements on accounting principles, based on those from England, a start
towards standardising practice and terminology. By May of 1946, the General Council
had received drafts for 7 Recommendations, 5 of which were published (Zeff, 1973, p.
3).

In order for these recommendations to have an effect, it was important that the ICAA be

able to promote them as legitimate, in the process promoting an "official" line of
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discussion. The business community would have to be convinced; however, it appears
that this was not being achieved when "Institute leaders expressed concern that
companies were not showing a sufficient degree of acceptance" (Zeff, 1973, p. 4). After
several years of partial compliance, the General Council of ICAA halted its efforts to
produce Recommendations and it was almost a decade before they would consider
another recommendation (Zeff, 1973, p. 4).

However, following the publication of the recommendations, discussion started to flow
on the need to produce standards.

There was a need to "develop organizational

'machinery' to develop standards, ... evaluate and revise" (Birkett & Walker, 1971, p
100). Setting up structures that would chum out standards, setting up structures that
could also act as "jurists" and "agents" to evaluate, revise, and regulate, was crucial to a
process of linguistic unification. The recommendations were seen to be a base from
which to produce standards, and they resulted in a "greater degree of consistency and
conformity in terminology and presentation" (Gibson, 1979, p. 27).

There were also criticisms of the recommendations which were "mainly terminological,
and were thought to be easily remedied" (Birkett & Walker, 1971, p. 100). This type of
criticism reflected the profession's taken-for-granted assumption about the role of
language, or, was a way of convincing the accounting community that these were simple
matters which the accounting profession could work out. What I suggest is that these
criticisms, debates over words, are often defined "as technical, and through efforts to
'represent' itself, the profession and its patrons may successfully present the issues as
non-political and thereby retain considerable control over terms" (Sikka et al, 1997, p.
8).
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By the end of the late 1940's, the Australian accounting profession had turned it's
attention to the need for a standard accounting language. Despite this, there was still no
one legitimate language that was accepted as the "official" language of accounting. The
accounting profession sought to promote a standard language subtley, rather than
impose this on the accounting community. Promotion was only aimed at members of
the bodies, who would, in tum, have to convince companies that this line of thought was
legitimate. However, acceptance was not mandatory. The profession was still working
separately, on accounting terminology, in the form of the two accounting bodies, the
ICAA and CIA. However, both had started forming committees to deal with such
issues, and hence were setting up the necessary mechanisms for achieving unification of
an accounting language.

3.2.3 1949 to 1950's

Unified activity did appear again for the 1949 Congress of Australian Accountants, with
the professional bodies coming together to discuss "accounting issues". It was jointly
sponsored by all the professional bodies (Linn, 1996, p. 169). As was the case at the
1936 Congress, Alexander Fitzgerald presented a paper addressing accounting
terminology, but under the title of "Accounting Standards" (Australian Congress on
Accounting, 1949). Fitzgerald started out by stating that, among other things, in terms of
an Australian interest in accounting standards "it may be said that, by comparison with
U.S.A. or the United Kingdom, our heads are barely yet off the pillow" (Fitzgerald,
1949, p. 16).
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Fitzgerald entertained the idea of "some machinery ... by which standards may be kept
under constant review" (1949, p. 18). He also suggested alternatives for the setting of
accounting standards:

"persuasion or compulsion,

self-imposed discipline or

regimentation, voluntary acceptance or legislative sanction" (p. 18). However,
Fitzgerald concluded that "general acceptability is best secured through persuasion" (p.
26). The conclusion was in line with the idea that promotion of a standard accounting
language as the "official" language for the accounting community was appropriate.

Fitzgerald concluded his paper with a prediction for the future where a standard
accounting language would be accepted by an Australian audience. He stated:

It may well be that, in Australia, sufficiently rapid development and

acceptance of accounting standards, and their continuous revision, will
require a pooling of the mental and material resources of accountancy
institutes and teachers of accounting (1949, p. 26).
After the 1949 Congress "as it turned out, [there was] a strong move towards unification
within the profession" (Linn, 1996, p. 169). It was often the case that these congresses
and meetings of all the professional bodies would result in a feeling of "oneness", with
talk of merging/unifying, and in this case a merging of some of the bodies did result.

The merger that took place in 1952 was that of "the Commonwealth Institute, the
Federal Institute and the Association of Accountants" (Linn, 1996, p. 170; Birkett and
Walker, 1971; Zeff, 1973), to be known as the Australian Society of Accountants [ASA,
becoming Australian Society of Certified Practicing Accountants, ASCP A, in 1990].
This followed on the heels of much discussion about the profession aiming to "speak
with one voice" (Linn, 1996, p. 169; Birkett and Walker, 1971, p. 101). However, this
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merger did not lead to 'one voice', but that of 'two voices' (Birkett and Walker, 1971, p.
101).

After the formation of the ASA, the Accounting Research Committee [ARC] of the
New South Wales division released an interim report on Accounting Terminlogy (1953).
As has been noted previously, this activity had started earlier with the CIA, however,
now under the new organisation, it was considered time to revisit the issue of
accounting terminology. The belief expressed was that "accounting terminology suffers
from many deficiencies, among them which are lack of precision in defining terms and
inconsistency in using them" (ARC, 1953, p. 357).

The new agenda was for the ARC to start publishing "tentative definitions of accounting
terms for the purpose of creating discussion on accounting terminology" and to generate
"a generally acceptable code" (ARC, 1953, p. 357). Discussion did take place and at
this time it could be said that an explicit effort was being made by the ASA to
standardise an accounting language, one that could be promoted as the "official"
language.

To justify the need for standardised language, the ARC relied on the term "Accounting
Entity" because it was seen as "the essence of all forms [and] require[d] basic
terminology'' (ARC, p. 357). This was one of the first explicit instances where the
accounting profession had started to draw out formal boundaries for discussion, thereby
limiting the discussion that could take place:
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The only basis upon which a consistent and coherent terminology may be
achieved is in the recognition of the fact that, in accounting, terms used are
referable to an accounting entity (ARC, 1953, p. 357).
Young and Mouck (1996, p. 141) have argued that "seemingly innocent accounting
concepts such as the 'accounting entity' may have significant distributional
consequences". This is the case when, considering the current climate, the application
of accounting standards for the private sector are enforced upon the public sector. Once
the terms of discussion are in place "an opportunity to revise the accounting agenda and
to assess the distributional consequences of accounting [are] missed" (Young and
Mouck, 1996, p. 142).

Even during the time of the release of the interim report, it "provoked quite a few
papers" (Birkett and Walker, 1971, p. 104), thereby fulfilling part of the ARC's
intention. These were published in The Australian Accountant during 1954 and may be
seen as resistance to the process of linguistic unification. Goldberg (1954, p. 57) argued
that "I do not want to be restricted to the definitions suggested, or to any other
definitions that might be proposed 'for general use"'. Goldberg's criticisms were taken
up by Brown (1954) who was a member of the ARC, and who generally (re)emphasised
the ARC's intentions.

Interestingly, following this interim report, "no final report was published" (Zeff, 1973,
p. 33). Instead, the ARC embarked on a new project in 1954, that of working "on a
series of 'Statements on Accounting Practice"' (p. 33). The ARC tabled nine items on
its agenda, giving priority to the top three which dealt with consolidation, hire purchase
and stock valuation (p. 34). However, despite their publication, none of these were ever
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endorsed by the ASA's General Council (p. 34). The word "stock" did however spark
some interest from Goldberg (1956) who tried to demonstrate that the definition given
was inappropriate. He concluded:
No doubt accountants are making their contribution to the development of
our language ... But when I consider [the word stock] ... the question that
haunts me is: are accountants helping to create language or are they helping
to destroy it? (Goldberg, 1956, p. 14).

The 1950's were shaping up to be a decade of extensive involvement in a process of
linguistic unification. Discussion on the nature of an accounting language was finally
emerging. As well as the above activities, the ASA started a new issue titled The A.S.A.
Technical Bulletin, later changed to A.S.A. Bulletin (ASA, undated, p. 12). However,

the other voice of the profession, the ICAA, were failing to "follow up on its
Recommendations of 1946-48" and merely involved itself with revising those past
Recommendations and publishing bulletins (Zeff, p. 7 - 8).

Attention to the importance of education of accounting professionals also (re)appeared
in the 1950's, with talks of forming links with tertiary institutes. At a meeting of the
General Councils for the ASA, attention was given to the changes occuring in education.
The ASA gave exemptions to some universities and technical colleges which were
approved on the basis that the scope of courses and the standard of
examinations will be kept constantly under review to ensure that they
continue to meet the requirements of the Society (The Australian
Accountant, 1954, p. 288).

The ASA undertook reviews of tertiary institutions to decide which would receive
professional recognition. As a result, after reviewing their reports, the ASA noted
A pleasing feature of these reports was the evidence of willingness of the
various educational bodies to adjust their courses to meet new requirements
of the Society (The Australian Accountant, 1954, p. 289).
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Fitzgerald, who was serving on the general council of the ASA at this stage, was also
very influential in establishing relations with tertiary institutes. He served five years as
a "Chair of Accountancy" at Melbourne University, and during this time "he laid the
foundations for the recognition of accountancy as a major university discipline in its
own right, and played a large part in establishing the cordial relations between
academics and practioners" (The Australian Accountant, l 969b, p. 453).

It is clear that the accounting profession, represented by the ASA, was gaining an

influence in the education of future accountants, one that saw their requirements being
met.

This allowed for the accounting profession to institutionalise the standard

accounting language that they were promulgating.

In 1956, a number of articles were published in The Australian Accountant (Chambers,

February 1956; Smyth, March 1956; Mccredie, April 1956; Stevens, May 1956) once
again highlighting the need for education at university level to play a larger role in the
education of accounting practitioners. This was in light of the fact that the accounting
profession was now taking a keen interest in acknowledging the tertiary institutes that
met their requirements.

The debate surrounding university education was "sparked off' by Chambers (an
academic at the time) who was concerned about the consultation (or lack of) between
"education committees of the associations and the teaching profession" (1956, p. 73). In
particular, Chambers felt that changes in professional associations' syllabi should be
communicated to academics, indicating an implicit acceptance to follow the
professional bodies' agenda.
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Following Chamber's article, Smyth (an academic) discussed the idea of the
professional associations handing over teaching and examinations to tertiary
institutions: "Whilst the associations still exercise their right to examine, progressively
greater recognition has been granted to the examinations of the universities and
technical colleges" (Smyth, 1956, p. 95). Stevens (1956) also supported the need for
university based education, with attention given to setting up a joint education
committee.

Given the belief in a need for tertiary level education for the accounting profession,
Smyth (1956) suggested, however, that it was not welcomed that the educationist should
have to consider the associations' as determining the course to be established. Thus,
like others, Smyth was offering some resistance to professional involvement. It was
recognised that the education debate was made more difficult by the fact that "in
Australia, the professional associations have had difficulties in closing their ranks .. .it is
not surprising that they do not speak as yet with one voice or with a common authority
on educational matters" (Smyth, 1956, p. 95).

It is not difficult to understand why a profession might want to educate it's members,

whether this be through direct control over that education (as in professional
associations' student societies and examinations), or indirect control (as in a third body
teaching and examining students, eg University). The simplistic reason for this would
be that education makes for a better professional. However, this is too simplistic in that
it ignores the social and political implications of an education system.
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Lee (1995, p. 248) suggests that an important characteristic of a profession is education,
that it is "essential to have mechanisms to exercise control over the production and
dissemination of knowledge". This is referred to by Larson (1977) as "institutionalized
professional socialization", a mechanism introduced to a particular discipline in settings
that are authoritative and legitimate. It has the potential for members of accounting
associations to inculcate younger members with a specific language set that is deemed
appropriate for professional "talk".

By the end of the late 1950's, the Australian accounting profession had achieved further
unification of bodies, as there were now two bodies representing the profession.
Accounting terminology received a lot of attention, but again there was no end result to
many discussions about a standard accounting language. It was recognised that the
accounting community needed to be persuaded to accept a standard language, but a
standard language was yet to be produced. The profession worked on issuing bulletins
and other commentaries addressing terminology and started to play a "heavy hand" in
the design of tertiary education.

3.2.4 1960 's to 1970's
It is argued that the 1960's was the decade in which the accounting profession achieved

the most significant step in linguistic unification. The two accounting bodies discussed
the idea of uniting to produce a standard accounting language that could be promoted as
the "official" language. This was evidenced largely by the formation of the Australian
Accounting Research Foundation [AARF], a defining moment in the process of
linguistic unification, directed by the accounting profession. However, the formation
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was not straight forward or immediately successful, nor was it seen as a natural
progression for the accounting profession.

It could be argued that the formation of the AARF was a response by the accounting
profession to address the criticisms levelled at the accounting profession in relation to
the corporate collapses being experienced (Birkett and Walker, 1971; Gibson, 1979;
Allen, 1991; Walker, 1993):

Government inspectors had been making comments critical of accounting
practices and the accounting profession in reports on company failures. The
financial press joined in the criticisms (Zeff, 1973, p. 10-11 ).
This was also implicitly acknowledged by the accounting profession through the ASA's
(1966) response. In a proposal for the establishment of the AARF, put forward by
ICAA and ASCP A, a warning "of the dangers of legislated accounting principles and a
possible Securities and Exchange Commission" (Burrows, 1996, p. 17) was noted. The
accounting profession was concerned about losing the right to direct the production of
accounting principles, and this could be seen as a "new usage" or reason for the
accounting profession to unify an accounting language.

As stated by Stoddart (1999, p.26), the formation of the AARF was seen as a way of
gaining "more public respect and the greater strength of a unified voice". Similarly,
attempts to intergrate an accounting profession in Scotland were described by Walker
(1994, p. 29) as occuring "in the context of the increasing intervention of the state in
economic and social affairs", as was the case for the Australian accounting profession.
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The AARF was created as a means of providing a unified voice. It was the first unified
structure created by the accounting profession (the ICAA and the ASCP A), the product
of a long history of struggle to achieve unification:

[i]n prior years, the Institute and the Society (including its predecessor bodies)
had confined their co-operation largely to the joint sponsorship of accounting
congresses (Zeff, 1973, p.43).
With the "initial brief to investigate unresolved issues in accounting" (Walker, 1993, p.
100) the AARF was revealed to the public in November, 1965 (Zeff, 1973, p. 43;
Burrows, 1996, p. 17), but had been under discussion for some time (The Australian

Accountant, 1965, p. 61 ). Upon formation it was called the Accountancy Research
Foundation [ARF], but following some restructuring that began in 1973, the name was
changed, effective from January 1975, to its present title (Burrows, 1996, p. 57). It was
set up with management coming from "a four-man Board of Trustees" and research
"placed in the hands of an Accounting and Auditing Research Committee of no more
than twelve members" (Zeff, 1973, p. 43). There were to be equal numbers from the
ICAA and the ASCPA (at the time known as the Australian Society of Accountants,
ASA).

Initially the AARF's Accounting and Auditing Research Committee [AARC] was to be
in charge of "the preparation and issue of accounting and auditing pronouncements"
(Zeff, 1973, p. 43), a means of producing a standard (and unified) accounting language.
However, it was agreed in the articles of association that the AARC would only prepare
such statements, but not issue them (this being left to the ICAA and ASCP A) (Zeff,
1973, p. 44; Burrows, 1996, p. 19).
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In the hiring of staff for the AARF, it is interesting to note that for the position of

research director the AARC wanted an academic (Zeff, 1973, p. 45). However, one was
not found, as it was believed an academic may have wanted too much control:
Academics may have wanted authority to decide what projects would be
undertaken, how, and by whom - and whether they would be published. In
practice, the Accounting and Auditing Research Committee has made these
decisions (Zeff, 1973, p. 45).
One such academic who had applied was Dr Reg Gynther, but he had several concerns
about the relationship of the director to the AARC. He wanted to be able to have the
independence and "right to initiate projects" (Burrows, 1996, p. 21-22). However, the
AARC was to maintain control over decisions concerning what was to be on the agenda
for discussion and research, and what to publish. This unified structure had created a
chance for discussion on accounting issues, for an official discourse to be constructed,
however it was a limited place of discussion with the accounting profession now acting
as one in the production of a standard accounting language.

Despite the seemingly obvious achievement of a unified structure for the production of
an accounting language, the title of "official" language could not be given due to
problems of promotion of the standard language to members. As Bourdieu (1991) has
argued, it is not enough that the speakers are heard, they must also be speaking a
language that is recognised as a discourse of authority, one that is accepted; "only voices
speaking in unison will be heard" (Callon, 1986, p. 223). In fact, both the !CAA and
ASCPA were failing to use this unified structure as a place of discussion, continuing to
use their own separate committees to release accounting principles (Zeff, 1973).
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As was suggested in 1949 by Fitzgerald (discussed previously), getting the accounting
community to listen/accept the language of accounting, in the form of accounting
standards, could be done by persuasion or enforcement. Both bodies seemed to be
failing at this crucial aspect of linguistic unification. The ICAA decided in 1971 that it
would issue Kl 'Conformity with Institute Technical Statements' (Gibson, 1979, p. 31;
Zeff, 1973, p. 22). Although revised somewhat and issued in January, 1973, "Statement
Kl was the center of intense discussion because it was the first positive step towards
institutionalising the concept of mandatory accounting standards" (Gibson, 1979, p. 31).
It was also adopted by the ASCP A in September 1973 (ICAA and ASCP A, 1998, p.
1943).

During the late 1960's, the AARF was publishing results of projects, such as surveys
and catalogues of opinions and practices in Australia and overseas (Zeff, 1973, p. 46).
However, the role of preparing accounting pronouncements for the accounting
profession was hardly being achieved by the AARF in the early 1970's. Interestingly,
this could have been due partly to the fact that the ICAA and ASCPA were making an
attempt to unite into one body:

In July 1968 it was announced that the General Council of the Australian
Society of Accountants and the Institute of Chartered Accountants in
Australia had agreed upon broad proposals aimed at achieving unity of the
profession in Australia (Orr, 1969, p. 214).

However, despite the suggestion "that members are firmly in favour of unity generally"
(Crockett, 1969, Al), the unified efforts failed due to "the rejection by Institute
members" (Zeff, 1973, p. 47).
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In 1972, there was some hope of unified work when the ASA endorsed "the existing
ICAA pronouncements Dl.2 covering profit and loss (income) statements and D5
covering depreciation" (Gibson, 1979, p. 30). Despite this exception, the ICAA and
ASA were issuing pronouncements on their own, "without reference to the Foundation
or each other" (Zeff, 1973, p. 47). This led Zeff to conclude that:
If the profession genuinely wants a broadly-based dialogue as well as a
united front on accounting principles, there is every reason to recommend
that the Institute and the Society take the additional step of replacing their
Accounting Principles Committees by a joint committee (p. 59).

Following this suggestion, and after it was realised that the meetings of the two separate
bodies were inefficient, it was proposed that the "work [would] be transferred to the
research body" (Burrows, 1996, p. 40), and by early 1974, the profession announced
that "research activities be conducted by joint committees within the framework of the
Accountancy Research Foundation" (Burrows, 1996, p. 49). Thus a restructuring of the
AARF led to the ICAA and ASCPA dropping their separate accounting principles
committees and jointly forming the Australian Accounting Standards Committee
[AASC]. It was agreed that membership would be equal from both the ICAA and
ASCP A (12 members), and that the AASC would prepare standards for these bodies
(Burrows, 1996, p. 52-53).

During it's time, the AASC came under constant criticism. By 1975 it was seen to be
"overworked and deadline-oriented" (Burrows, 1996, p. 56). In 1976, the AARF had
set up an Accounting Standards Review Committee [ASRC] to keep a check on AASC
standards, to maintain a "political role ... to counter adverse comments and criticisms"
(Burrows, 1996, p. 59). Again in 1977, the AASC's "backlog" was criticised, and by
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1978, challenges were commg from the New South Wales Government, with the
establishment of an Accounting Standards Review Committee (Burrows, 1996, p. 68).

Despite the issues of control over the production of standards, and the constant reorganisation of the AARF structures, the accounting profession alone had achieved the
production of accounting standards, issuing eight joint standards by 1979 (Gibson,
1979, p. 30). In mid-1978, the profession celebrated this achievement stating that "the
prime function of the AARF is the production of Accounting Standards and its work is a
tangible expression of the unity of the accounting profession in Australia" (Burrows,
1996, p. 69-71 ).

During all of these developments (discussed further in Chapter 4), the accounting
profession managed to produce a standard language, and contain membership to soley
that of the accounting profession (ICAA and ASCPA). In effect, through the AARF, the
accounting profession "determined priorities, and published 'exposure drafts' giving
other accountants the opportunity to comment on proposals" (Walker, 1993, p. 104), but
limited chances for non-accountants.

An important element in the process of linguistic unification, is to codify a standard

language. So far discussion has centered around the issuing of accounting standards as a
means of producing a standard language. However, it must be recognised that the
accounting profession also began to work on developing concepts that would underly
accounting, referred to as a conceptual framework [CF].

In 1974, the AARF

commissioned Professor Allan Barton to prepare a statement of basic accounting
concepts (Burrow, 1996, p. 159). Following this, and up until the 1980's, attention to
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the CF was limited to the AARF following developments with the United States' CF,
updating along the way (Burrows, 1996, p. 160).

Bourdieu (1991), Goodrich (1987) and Fairclough (1989) have all discussed the nature
of linguistic unification and described it as a process of "normalisation" or
"standardisation" of a particular language set. Normalisation/standardisation is the long
process of reaching a language set that dominates all others and is taken for granted, as
already discussed.

Part of the process involves standardising the language of the

standard group by "setting down the prescribed language code in a written form"
(Fairclough, 1989, p. 57), for example dictionaries and, in the accounting arena,
conceptual frameworks.

During this same time period, there also continued to be considerable activity
concerning education. In August 1969, members of the accounting profession for the
first time attended The Australasian Association of University Teachers of Accounting
Conference. In his opening address, Professor E. Bryan Smyth made reference to the
accounting profession's presence at the Conference, stating:

Today, we break with tradition inasmuch as this is the first occasion that we
have invited non-members of our Association to submit papers and
participate in our discussions (Smyth, 1969, p. 442).

He further supported the notion that the universities should co-operate with the
accounting profession. Anderson (1969, p. 446) also supported this by stating that
"there is little room for doubt that efforts of schools or departments of accountancy in
the universities should be closely linked with those of the professional bodies". The
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potential for the accounting profession to espouse a standard language was agam
attainable.

Later in the year (October 1969), the ASCPA introduced their qualifying examination
and called it an "Educational Milestone" (The Australian Accountant, 1969a, p. 441). It
was felt that the tertiary institutions were not yet fully able to provide all that was
needed, however,

The ultimate objective of the Society is to vacate completely the field of
examinations and to rely on the educational courses provided by tertiary
institutions (The Australian Accountant, 1969a, p. 441 ).
What was required of those wishing to become accountants was to fulfill three criteria:
to complete tertiary studies at an approved institution; to complete studies in income tax
and company law; and, to complete the ASCPA's qualifying examination (ASA, 1969,
p. 452). Students were notified of the type of questions they would have to attempt; that
being, "to distinguish between alternative choices of action or points of view" (ASA,
1969, p. 452).

It is interesting that the introduction of the qualifying examination occurred, given that
tertiary education appeared suitable previously.

However, the idea of accreditation

(discussed in Chapter 4) was not yet fully realised (there was only a list of approved
institutions), and so it could be argued that it was a mechanism to act as a final capture
of accounting students' thinking. An assurance that the next generation of professional
accountants was armed with the "official" discourse being espoused by the current
practicing profession.
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By the end of the late l 970's, the Australian accounting profession had formed one of
the most crucial structures for the unification of an accounting language, the AARF. Its
formation came at a time where the accounting profession now had reason to unify an
accounting language. The formation of the AARF, although not entirely successful,
would produce a unified accounting discourse: accounting standards, published research
findings, and the beginnings of a CF. It would do so under the control of the accounting
profession, limiting the chances for contribution, by others, to an accounting discourse.
Some enforcement of the standard language was achieved through Statement Kl, and at
a more subtle level, a CF began to weave it's way into acceptance. There was continued
interest in tertiary education. The status of an "official" accounting language, produced
by the accounting profession, was yet to be attained, but was not far away.

3.2.5 The 1980 's to early 1990 's

By 1981, the AARF was undergoing another restructure, one result being the formation
of the Accounting Standards Board [AcSB], responsible for producing accounting
standards (Burrows, 1996, p. 115). The AcSB consisted of eight members, all of which
were also members of the ICAA or ASCP A.

The role of standards in the process of linguistic unification gained significance in the
1980's with the formation of the Accounting Standards Review Board, which was to be
heavily influenced by the AARF (discussed in Chapter 4).

Such a board "was

established by the Ministerial Council for Companies and Securities on I January,
1984" (ASRB, 1989-90, p. 2). It became important for the accounting profession to
signal to the accounting community that the language espoused in already existing
standards, was to be given authority, to be recognised as the sole legitimate language,
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and to become known as an "official" language, to be recognised in official places (eg,
accounting reports).

This enforcement of the standard accounting language was aided in 1983 by the
amendments made to the Companies Act 1981, "to establish a system for bringing into
existence "approved accounting standards" (ASRB, 1989-90, p. 3).

Even if the

accounting professional felt that they could not apply a standard, they could use a "true
and fair view" argument (Corporate Law Economic Reform Program [CLERP], 1997, p.
47). This in itself was part of the "official" language in existence at the time.

With the ASRB now producing accounting standards that were legally enforceable,
there was still the problem of earlier standards produced by the AcSB not being legally
recognised. However, by the end of 1989, the ASRB gave approval to these standards
(Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ). The ASRB explained its belief in approved standards was to
satisfy "a need for legally enforceable accounting standards issued by the accounting
profession [since] the profession's ability to enforce such standards was limited to
sanctions against its own members" (1989-90, p. 5).

Attention also shifted again to the importance of developing a CF. In mid-1980, a report
on the need for a CF was introduced to the AARF, work being taken up by the newly
formed Accounting Standards Board [AcSB] in late 1981 (Burrows, 1996, p. 160-161).
Barton's original work on accounting concepts was finally published in 1982 (Burrows,
1996, p. 161), releasing to the accounting community what the accounting profession
thought should be the basic underlying concepts of accounting. Indirectly, the CF was
supported by an outside body when the National Companies and Securities Commission
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released its 'Green Paper' in 1983, asserting the need for agreed definitions (Burrows,
1996, p. 161).

Further, upon the formation of the ASRB in 1984, it was stated that it would "specify a
conceptual framework, not having the force of an approved standard, against which it
will evaluate standards submitted for approval" (ASRB, 1984-85, p. 2). During this
time, there was a "spurt of CF activity" with five monographs produced and two
published (Burrows, 1996, p. 162). This activity was being undertaken by the AARF.

At this stage, what is important to note is that the accounting profession was developing
a framework that would contain the basic assumptions and definitions considered
legitimate for the accounting community (the fact these were to act as guides to setting
standards is discussed in detail in Chapter 4). Although not being enforceable by law,
and only mandatory for the accounting profession from November 1990 to December
1993 (ICAA and ASCPA, 1999, p. 1943), the language being espoused in the CF's was
and is implicitly being made "official" through its inclusion in approved accounting
standards. For example, AASB 1010: Accounting for the Revaluation of Non-current
Assets provides in bold print the definition of reporting entity identical to that contained
in Statement of Accounting Concept 1: 'Definition of the Reporting Entity' (ICAA and
ASCPA, 1998). In fact AASB 1025: Application of the Reporting Entity Concept and
Other Amendments has meant that such a concept is applicable to all approved
standards (ICAA and ASCPA, 1999, p. 1943).

By 1990, the AARF had "released three Statements of Accounting Concepts" (Burrows,
1996, p. 169) as part of its CF project. However, the introduction of the Statement of
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Accounting Concepts [SACs] has not been without controversy. It is well documented
that SAC 4: 'Definition and Recognition of the Elements of Financial Statements'
(!CAA and ASCP A, 1998) has been contentious, and was initially withdrawn. The
Australian Accounting Standards Board (a new body discussed below) stated in its
annual report that after they had issued a media release inviting comments on SAC 4,
submissions received indicated that mandatory status be removed {AASB, 1993-94, p.
5).

"[I]n March 1995, SAC 4 was reissued" with slight modifications (!CAA and

ASCPA, 1999, p. 35), however, the mandatory status of all SAC's was withdrawn as of
December 31, 1993 (!CAA and ASCPA, 1999, p. 35). The SAC's continue to be
referred to in debates concerning the definition of concepts, and as such will continue to
be part of the language of the accounting community.

In terms of the accounting standards, further changes in 1991 to legislation were made

to capture those abusing the "true and fair view" override, which was removed (CLERP,
1997, p. 47; Stoddart, 1999, p. 6). At the same time, the ASRB was replaced with the
new Australian Accounting Standards Board [AASB], in charge of setting accounting
standards with continued legal backing.

Achieving the status of an "official" accounting language, accounting standards and
SACs represent a product of linguistic unification. Through promotion, and more
specifically through imposition, approved accounting standards are an "official"
accounting language.

SACs, although not mandatory, form an authoritative text by

which the standard setting boards will be guided, and effectively become "official"
through the inclusion of concepts in approved accounting standards. Effectively, the
accounting profession, through membership on the AASB, and formerly the ASRB,
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through the AARF, have produced this "official" accounting language. In just over 90
years, the Australian accounting community has experienced the process of linguistic
unification.

The process of linguistic unification continues, as new mechanisms are created. Such
mechanisms could be described as implicit elements in linguistic unification. These
include the approved tertiary courses set out by the accounting profession; interpretive
mechanisms such as the production of a Conceptual Framework, the Urgent Issues
Group, the Key Questionnaires. Discussion of these important elements are placed in the
context of demonstrating more forcefully that the accounting profession has secured
control over the production of the "official" language, which is the content of Chapter
Four.

3.3 THE FUTURE ROLE OF THE ACCOUNTING PROFESSION IN
LINGUISTIC UNIFICATION
The purpose of this chapter is to show that the Australian accounting community has
experienced linguistic unification, a process directed by the accounting profession. It
provides an historical view of the accounting profession in terms of linguistic
unification. However, as a concluding commentary to this, it is important to consider
the impact of the current proposed changes to standard setting in Australia.

The proposed changes were released "in September 1997, [by] the Australian Federal
Government" (Stoddart, 1999, p. 2) in the form of the Corporate Law Economic Reform
Program [CLERP]. A proposed new standard setting board will be established. What
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will be significant to the role of the accounting profession is that it is proposed that the
new standard setting board will "be removed from Australian Accounting Research
Foundation and given a new technical-support secretariat" (Stoddart, 1999, p. 2).
Reflecting on this Stoddart (1999, p. 26) states that:

The Accounting Bodies gained greatly from the technical expertise of
AARF, as this provided not only a cheaper alternative than separate
arrangements but also more public respect and the greater strength of a
unified voice ... The ICAA and the ASCPA will have less of an information
base to help maintain their influence in the domain in the future.

There is no doubt that an "official" language will exist, as achieved through linguistic
unification. However, what is in doubt is the role that the accounting profession will
play in this. Chapter Four will discuss the nature of this role to date, as well as the
impact of the proposed changes.
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CHAPTER FOUR

SECURING CONTROL OVER ACCOUNTING LANGUAGE: THE
DOMINANT ROLE

OF THE AUSTRALIAN ACCOUNTING

PROFESSION

4.1 INTRODUCTION
One of the arguments of this thesis has been to suggest that the accounting profession
has secured control over accounting language. In Chapter Two, the theoretical context
within which such a claim will be examined was revealed as being influenced by
critical/post-modem ideals. It is at this point that I will begin to examine the empirical
substance of the above claim. In order to argue this point, it is crucial that I demonstrate
the occurrence of events that suggest control is being exerted. In particular, I will reveal
that there has been an institutionalisation of an official accounting language (through
board membership, conceptual frameworks, other interpretive schemes, and education)
which has been directed by the accounting profession. In the process, the accounting
profession creates and controls the conditions necessary for attaining the position of an
authorised speaker. Through the examination of the settings where discourse takes
place, certain structures and mechanisms will be revealed as being limited/restrictive.

As was theoretically discussed in Chapter Two and empirically demonstrated in Chapter
Three, when groups such as the accounting profession are forming, a policy of linguistic

unification often takes place as there is a struggle for control over a new language of
authority (Bourdieu, 1991 ). So, for an Australian accounting profession that started out

95

with many formal bodies, it is argued that it was crucial to form structures and
programs, and create mechanisms, that would help to achieve a form of
institutionalisation of the profession's ideology. The structures and mechanisms created
by the Australian accounting profession form what I refer to as an institutional
framework, and are commonly referred to as the "machinery'' (The Australian
Accountant, 1965, p.61; Birkett & Walker, 1971, p. 100). It is here (a complex place)
where evidence of control over language can be revealed.

4.2

THE

POWER

OF

ACCOUNTING

STANDARD

BOARDS/GROUPS
A feature of the accounting institutional framework in Australia (and internationally) is
the creation of boards or groups where elected members discuss accounting issues and
make decisions that often result in law-like rules that gain either a socially or legally
significant status. It is argued that all of these boards, in some way or another, exist to
work towards achieving a standardisation of practice, which results in the (re)production
of a standard accounting language.

Since this standard language is promoted, and

sanctioned in some cases as law, it becomes an "official" (sole legitimate) language.

The accounting boards that have ansen over time are recognised throughout the
accounting community and are governed m most cases by a unified accounting
profession and in some cases by government bodies in Australia. It is in these boards
where an "official" language for accounting will be (re)produced, where speakers may
contribute towards the discourse, a discursive site. However, it is a place where the
Australian accounting profession (ICAA & ASCP A) have had the potential to gain
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control over the production of an "official" accounting language. It will be argued here
that they have achieved such a potential.

To achieve control over the (re)production of an accounting language, a form of implicit
censorship is most effective (as discussed in Chapter 2) where mechanisms ensure the
allocation of "speakers" to authoritative groups. It is argued that these speakers are
authorised by the accounting profession, with a background that is in some way linked
to the accounting profession, be it as a member of the profession or as someone who is
able to speak the legitimate accounting language promoted by the accounting profession.

The constituency of the boards are made up of "speakers" who: have been officially
elected as delegates; are authorised to speak legitimately (Callon, 1986); are the
competent speakers who will be listened to and accepted and are able and inclined to
speak the official language (Bourdieu, 1991). What social conditions make it possible
for these members to be seen as competent? As is suggested by Bourdieu (1991 ), these
members should exhibit the ability to speak an acceptable legitimate language. As I will
demonstrate in the following sections, these elected members have the capacity to speak
the official accounting language and this can be shown by their membership of
accounting professional bodies and/or through their educational backgrounds. Also, it
will be demonstrated that the dominance of the accounting profession has been mostly
achieved, in all instances, through the Australian Accounting Research Foundation
[AARF].
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In light of the recent (proposed) changes in the standard setting environment, the
continued dominance of the accounting profession over production of the "official"
language will also be briefly discussed.

4.2.1 The Australian Accounting Research Foundation's Standard Setting Boards

At the 1949 Australian Congress on Accounting, the topic of "Accounting Standards"
was presented by Alexander Fitzgerald (the significance of which was discussed in
Chapter 3), who had argued that Australia lacked interest in forming accounting
standards.
Accountants

The only interested body at that time was the Institute of Chartered
in

Australia

[ICAA],

who

had

been

developing

their

own

Recommendations on principles since 1946 (Zeff, 1973; Fitzgerald, 1949; Walker,
1987). It could be argued that interest in accounting standards was shown earlier by the
then Australian Society of Certified Practicing Accountants [ASCP A] and its antecedent
bodies through the work of Fitzgerald, however it did not formally publish standards or
principles until the 1960's (as was discussed in Chapter 3).

To undertake standard setting activities, to produce a standard accounting language,
there was a need to form committees or boards of elected "speakers". The ASCP A and
ICAA initially formed their own committees to deal with terminology, statements of
principles and standards (Zeff, 1973). However, after the formation of the Accounting
Research Foundation (ARF, subsequently the Australian Accounting Research
Foundation) in 1966, the bodies started to show an interest in joint work. In particular,
the "technical programme [of the ARF] would be directed by an 'Accounting and
Auditing Research Committee"' (Burrows, 1996, p. 18). This board lasted from 1966 to
1970, with a membership of twelve. Despite this committee forming, they could only
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"prepare recommendations but not definitive statements which were the prerogative of
the Institute and Society" (Burrows, 1996, p. 19).

There was a move in the 1970's to be more unified in terms of producing accounting
standards. During 1973, suggestions were being made for a joint committee to form
under the ARF, one that could deal with issuing joint accounting standards (Burrows,
1996, p. 42). In 1974, the ARF restructured and formed six committees, one of which
would deal with accounting standards; that committee was called the Australian
Accounting Standards Committee [AASC] (Burrows, 1996, p. 193), its membership
numbering ten (Burrows, 1996, p. 52). The AASC, however, was confined to issuing
exposure drafts only. The issuing of standards was to remain the right of the ICAA and
ASCP A (Burrows, 1996, p. 55). Either way, the accounting profession was able to
control the production of accounting standards.

By 1978, another restructuring occurred and the AASC became known as the Current
Cost Accounting Committee, due to the expansive work being done in this area. The
AARF would appoint special sub-committees when necessary (Burrows, 1996). More
importantly, an Executive Committee for the Foundation would be formed, with five
members from each of the two professional bodies. Again, this was seen to be another
attempt at uniting the two professional bodies, so that they could work on producing and
issuing accounting standards jointly.

This restructuring came almost thirty years after Fitzgerald's (1949) concerns were
expressed, and five years after Zeffs (1973) recommendation for a joint committee. It
also came about in the same year that a "New South Wales Government-appointed
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Accounting Standards Review Committee [NSW ASRC]" (Burrows, 1996, p. 68) was
formed to examine accounting standards produced by the accounting profession.
Burrows (1996, p. 69) saw this as a time of government interest, as well as a time where
"big business was seeking more direct involvement".

Up until this stage, the accounting profession was clearly in control of the production of
accounting standards, because membership of the ARF standard setting boards
comprised representatives from both the ICAA and the ASCP A. These boards became
the initial machinery for the production of a standard language. Members were clearly
authorised speakers, and were accorded this right by the ICAA and ASCP A. Up until
this stage, there was no consideration of a broader representation. As Goodrich (1987),
Foucault (1972) and Bourdieu (1991) have all argued, the right to speak, and to take part
in the construction of a discourse, is organised and restricted to a limited set of
privileged speakers.

In time, however, criticisms started to emerge about the ARF and it's standard setting

boards (such as, they were slow to produce standards, they were dominated by the
accounting profession; Burrows, 1996, p. 74). By mid-1979 the ARF decided that it
was time to consider some outside representation. Such a consideration could be seen
as a response to signs of government interest in standard setting, with the formation of
the NSW ASRC, and the formation of the National Companies and Securities
Commission [NCSC].

As a result of such considerations, an ARF working party was formed to make
recommendations. The recommendations included:
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(i) involving the community in the formulation of accounting standards, (ii)
establishing an autonomous body of preparers and users of accounting
information, to approve and issue standards, and (iii) obtaining legislative
backing for standards (Burrows, 1996, p. 74).

Despite the rhetoric of sharing the standard setting role, the accounting profession were
still keen to retain their control over standard setting.

This was evident in the

recommendation to have an independent body, as the "group would be dominated by the
Institute and the Society which would nominate two-thirds of the members" (Burrows,
1996, p. 74). The third recommendation was seen as crucial as it was proving difficult
to promote the "official" language (discussed in Chapter 3) and "the bodies decided to
seek the support of the Federal Government in enforcing standards" (Stoddart, 1999, p.
6).

In 1980, the establishment of an Australian Standards Research Board [ASRB], an
independent body, was seen as the way of future accounting standard setting. Burrows
(1996, p. 127) stated that "the Ministerial Council for Companies and Securities directed
the [NCSC] to consider the establishment of an ASRB". Debate followed concerning
the membership of the ASRB and the legal standing of ASRB produced accounting
standards.

In the meantime, the AARF underwent further restructuring, resulting in the
establishment of the Accounting Standards Board [AcSB] in 1981, and the abolition of
the Executive Committee. It would consist of eight members, however, these were
ICAA and ASCP A members. It was not formed to be an independent body, merely to
be the accounting profession's united standard setting board.
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The proposal for an independent body, the ASRB, was still being mooted. In 1981, the
Campbell Report (a report into the Australian Financial System) supported legal backing
of accounting standards (Burrows, 1996, p. 127). In 1982, the accounting profession
responded with the view that the ASRB should be dominated by qualified accountants
and that the ASRB should be able to maintain control over setting and reviewing
accounting standards (Burrows, 1996, p. 127-128).

It was made clear that the profession did not want to hand over the rule-making role to
government bodies, and in particular the ASRB. It was seen as an issue of compliance
only. The accounting profession suggested that getting directors to comply with the
accounting standards would be possible if they became law, and in return, if this
occurred, the profession would allow "membership of AARF [to] be expanded to make
it a more representative body" (Walker, 1987, p. 270).

In fact, it was stated by an

ASCPA member that this offer was made in order to "safeguard the profession's control
over accounting standards" (Vincent, 1982, p. 19, cited in Walker, 1987, p. 270).

Despite the offer, the ASRB was established in 1984 "by a resolution of the Ministerial
Council for Companies and Securities" (Walker, 1987, p. 270). This meant that the
AcSB
still retained its major function of developing accounting standards [but] it
was about to assist an external body - the ASRB - in developing and
reviewing a possible rival set of accounting standards (Burrows, 1996, p.
130).
The AcSB still produced Australian Accounting Standards (AAS) that were applicable
to companies not subject to the Corporations Law. However, the ASRB standards were
to be the "official" language, and by October 1988, the AcSB was disbanded and

102

members merged with the ASRB (Burrows, 1996, p. 154 & 173). The non-approved
professional standards that still existed at this time were eventually given "interim
approval" by the ASRB (Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ).

Although the AcSB no longer existed, the AARF continued to exist and provide
technical support to the standard setting board (ASRB and later the Australian
Accounting Standards Board, discussed in detail below). The AARF also had the
responsibility of jointly developing "Australian Accounting Standards for private sector
reporting entities not subject to the Corporations Law. These standards are issued by the
AARF on behalf of the ASCP A and ICAA" (AARF & AASB, l 999a, p. 3). Also, the
AARF has been "responsible to the ASCPA and the ICAA through their Joint Standing
Committee (JSC)" (AARF & AASB, 1999a, p. 1).

Overall, during the first ten years of formal accounting standard setting in Australia, the
accounting profession was able to contribute (almost exclusively) towards the discourse
being constructed.

The influence of the accounting profession, through the many

boards/committees that existed under the AARF, has clearly been evident. In reference
to the role that the AARF played during the initial years of the ASRB (discussed further
below), Walker (1987, p. 281) argues that the staff
had a career commitment to the continuing dominance of the profession as
the prime source of accounting rules in Australia ... they were well placed to
influence the tone and direction of those discussions. There is evidence that
members of the AARF were hostile to the notion of other bodies submitting
standards.
This wanting to exclude "others" from contributing to the construction of an official
accounting language will become evident through the analysis of the ASRB.
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4.2.2 Accounting Standards Review Board

The ASRB was established "to approve those AAS standards applicable to companies,
and companies were required by law to comply with those standards" (Stoddart, 1999, p.
6).

Cementing the authority of an accounting language was aided through the

institutionalisation provided by Government involvement. This clearly would result in
gaining the status of an "official" language within the accounting community, an
imposed language.

Initially, the duties of the ASRB were complex and changing and its role defined
broadly. In its first annual report the ASRB revealed the powers of the board:
* determine priorities in consideration of proposed accounting standards;
* specify a conceptual framework, not having the force of an approved
accounting standard, against which it will evaluate standards submitted
for approval;
*review standards referred to it;
* review appropriate standards, or portions thereof, of the national
accounting standards of other countries or of International Standards;
* sponsor the development of standards
* seek expert advice as it deems necessary;
* conduct public hearings into whether a proposed accounting standard
should be approved;
* invite public submissions into any aspect of its public functions
* change the form and content of accounting standards submitted to it for
approval without it being necessary for the submittor to agree to the
changes;
*approve accounting standards (ASRB, 1984-1985, p. 2).
Its membership was claimed to be representative of a broad group of interests;
The ASRB was to be representative of a wider range of interests; it invited
submissions as to what items should be given priority on the Board's
agenda, and its published procedures admitted the possibility that
organizations other than AARF could submit draft standards for
consideration (Walker, 1993, p. 104).
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The reliance on other parties to submit standards was seen as necessary, as the ASRB
was "funded by the NCSC [and] lacked its own research capacity" (Burrows, 1996, p.
134). As well as this, the ASRB would need to review the existing standards that had
been issued by the accounting profession. The AcSB/ASRB relationship (from 1984 to
1988) was not a peaceful one, and was described by Burrows (1996, p. 154) as a
turbulent time.

Included in the list of powers of the ASRB was:
that the source of proposed standards should not be restricted to private
organisations, but that standards could also be submitted by public bodies or
private persons (Pierson and Ramsay, 1983, cited in Walker, 1987, p. 272).

This was a source of concern for the accounting profession. This meant that the
accounting profession would lose some of its potential influence over the standard
setting function, and over determining what could be said (setting the agenda). In fact,
the accounting profession argued against allowing submissions from "sources other than
the profession" and that "the ASRB should not have the authority to establish priorities,
but should rely on the priorities agreed with AARF" (Walker,1987, p. 272).

Although the above arguments were rejected, it was stated in the 1986-87 annual report
that the ASRB "recognises that primary responsibility for the development of
accounting standards should remain with accounting bodies" (ASRB, 1986-87, p. 8).
Also, through their continuous efforts, the accounting profession were able to make sure
that submissions from others were placed off the agenda and that the agenda be
controlled by the AARF (Walker, 1987). This is demonstrated by considering the items
placed on the agenda of the ASRB in its first year of operations.
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In its first year of operations, the ASRB received thirteen standards from the AARF and
one from the Australian Shareholders Association (ASRB, 1984-85, p. 7), which dealt
with consolidation (Walker, 1993, p. 276). Only two were approved and issued during
that year. Both were submitted by the AARF (ASRB, 1984-85, p. 9). Walker (1987, p.
276; 1993, p. 276) reveals that in terms of the Association's submission on
consolidation, they were stalled by an insistence that they now follow the newly released
criteria (Releases 100 and 200). But in terms of the criteria "these requirements were
waived for both submissions and promised submissions from AARF, while the
consolidation standard remained off the Board's formal agenda" (Walker, 1987, p. 276).
However, consolidation accounting came back on the agenda when the accounting
profession produced a standard in 1990 (Walker, 1993, p. 101).

In a further study undertaken by Walker and Robinson (1994), it was demonstrated that
the ASRB, and subsequently the Australian Accounting Standard Board, had been
influenced by the AARF to stall the issuing of a standard on cash flows. The concern
for a standard on cash flow statements was initially highlighted by the Schedule 7
Working Party in 1984. Schedule 7 was part of the Companies Act and Codes (a form
of government regulated accounting) and was undergoing a review process (Walker,
1987, p. 283). In fact "legislative amendments to require preparation of [cash flow]
statement[s] were actually enacted by parliament, but (after lobbying by the profession)
were not 'proclaimed', so they had no legal effect" (Walker, 1993, p. 105).

Walker (1993, p. 105) revealed that "the profession assured government that it would
address the matter through the AARF and the ASRB". Interestingly, Walker and
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Robinson (1994) added that this assurance, and the battle for the cash flow standard,
occurred at the same time "arrangements for control over the development of accounting
rules were in dispute" (p. 121).

An explanation of the reluctance of the profession to produce a cash flow standard, was

that the accounting profession had a "preference for funds-flow statements [which]
clashed with the ASRB's support for cash flow reports" (Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ). In
fact, the accounting profession, through the AARF, preferred a standard on Fund
Statements because they had already issued one, as AAS 12. The pressure exerted on the
ASRB by the AARF, and a change in membership to favour the accounting profession
(Walker and Robinson, 1994, p. 129), led to the gazetting of an ASRB standard for
funds statements, in 1986 (Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ).

The pressure for a cash flow standard did not go away, however, and in "the late 1980's,
against the background of company failures, the ASRB's pursuit of cash flow data was
reactivated" (Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ). The AARF opposed this move but were about to
face another disgruntled party. In 1990, the Australian Stock Exchange started to show
an interest in having a cash flow standard (Walker and Robinson, 1994, p. 132), by
considering making changes to its listing rules (Walker, 1993, p. 105).

Given the threat to control, over what could be said about cash flows, the AARF
"revealed that its earlier decision [to oppose cash flow reports] had been reversed and
that a comprehensive exposure draft on cash flow reporting would shortly be issued"
(Walker and Robinson, 1994, p. 133). The exposure draft was issued in May 1991
(Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ). The accounting profession could not control the agenda in this
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case, but was successful in delaying proposals, by other parties, long enough for it to
produce its version of a cash flow standard in 1991(Walker,1993, p. 105). Walker and
Robinson (1994) argued that when the standard was issued, its content was in line with
the AARF's suggestions.

The AARF's response to questions of stalling, was to suggest that earlier comments on
cash flow statements were not supportive. However, Walker and Robinson's (1994, p.
133) analysis had provided evidence "suggest[ing] that two-thirds of respondents
thought otherwise". This episode of standard setting by the ASRB highlights that,
through the AARF, the accounting profession was able to control the production of a
standard accounting language.

Further evidence of an accounting profession controlled ASRB can be gained from
examining the membership of the ASRB. Upon formation, the ASRB consisted of
seven members: "two nominees of the accounting bodies; a chairman appointed by the
Ministerial Council; four persons selected from panels of names submitted by a range of
bodies [including] the Foundation itself' (Burrows, 1996, p. 128).

Although this

appeared to be minimal representation of the accounting profession, in fact, the four
names selected from the panels could quite easily be accounting professionals. Burrows
(1996, p. 133) argues that "most of the seven members were ostensibly 'friendly"', the
accounting profession had a majority of representation.

Up until late 1988, the ICAA and ASCP A were able to nominate two of the seven
members of the ASRB. Upon the merger of the AcSB and ASRB, this rose to four out
of nine members (Burrows, 1996, p. 181 ). Although this was a seemingly small
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representation of the accounting profession, upon analysis of the ASRB's past annual
reports (table 4.1 below), it was found that the majority of the board consisted of
members that I would argue were "able and inclined" to engage in the "official"
discourse of accounting. This is in line with the earlier findings of Walker (1987). He
examined the backgrounds of the first board members, and stated that "while the ICAA
and ASA nominees filled only two of the seven positions on the Board, a majority of
ASRB members held (or had held) senior positions in those bodies [and] all appointees
held accounting qualifications of some kind" (p. 273).
TABLE4.1
ASRB MEMBERSHIP
% of members

% of members having been

% of members who

%ofmembers

% of members

with a Commerce

a

are/have been a

with academic

as big six

Degree

member/president/chairma

business leader

position

partner

n of ICAA, ASCPA or

AARF
1984-1985

3 out of7

4 out of7

5 out of7

l out of7

0 out of7

1986-1987

5 out of 10

7outofl0

7 out of 10

lout of 10

2 out of 10

1987-1988

4 out of8

4 out of8

5 out of 8

lout of 8

3 out of8

1989-1990

Not stated

Not stated

5 out of9

l out of9

3 out of9

1990-1991

Not stated

Not stated

5 out of9

l out of9

3 out of9

Although I was unable to analyse the 1985-1986 annual report, Walker found that in
1986 the members were:

two former national presidents of the ASA (including one who was a
member of AARF's Accounting Standards Board); a former national
president of the ICAA; a former state president of the ASA; a state
councillor of the ASA (and former chairman of AARF); an academic active
in committee work for the ASA- and only one other (the executive director
of the Australian Associated Stock Exchanges) (1987, p. 282).

Also in Table 4.1 it is evident that there was always one member as an academic,
however from 1986 to 1991 that representative was actually a Deputy Vice-Chancellor
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(Administration). Finally, what may not be obvious from the table is that most members
carried more than one of the qualifications; for example, a member most often had some
sort of degree in commerce and was also a partner in an accounting firm.

Interestingly, as is evident from the above analysis, after 1988 the annual reports no
longer revealed the past employment histories/qualifications of members. It could be
argued that this was a strategy aimed at presenting the image of a broader representation,
rather than in fact having to actually achieve this. It is argued that "as changes occur in
the institutional rules that define legitimacy, organizations respond by voluntarily
adopting recommended changes or by giving the appearance of having adopted changes
in order to appear legitimate" (Oakes et al, 1996). However, the assumption that
partners in accounting firms are professional members is not too unrealistic.

It is interesting to note that (as Mitchell and Sikka (1993) have highlighted) the British

accounting standard setting process has less broad representation. There is a Review
Panel which
has the powers to force companies to comply with accounting
standards ... Once again, partners from firms such as Peat Marwick, Ernst &
Young, Price Waterhouse, Coopers & Lybrand ... are present on such
structures. Their dominant definitions and discourses will continue to
receive priority (Mitchell and Sikka, 1993, p. 43).
In addition, it was argued that others involved in the standard setting process were
dominated by the large accounting firms. Accordingly, Mitchell and Sikka (1993 , p. 43)
concluded that change was not likely to occur as accountancy firms were in control.

Given the above findings, I would argue that the members of ASRB were "agents able
and inclined to engage in discourse" in line with that of the "official" accounting
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language. The membership of the ASRB reveals that the accounting profession had
significant control over the standard setting process, and therefore were attributed the
right to determine what could be said and by whom. Also, the dominating role of the
AARF, meant that even without membership, the accounting profession was m a
privileged position to determine the content of standards.

The actions (or inactions) of the ASRB in the early years is well documented by Walker
(1987), who overall suggests, with evidence, that the ASRB was captured by the
accounting profession, through the ASCPA, ICAA and AARF. Therefore, while the
establishment of the ASRB to set accounting standards could have been an instance of
the accounting profession losing control over the production of the "official" accounting
language, the accounting profession was granted "privileged access to the policy making
process" (Walker, 1987, p. 283).

The ASRB's activities for the year ended June 1990 could be described as "very
productive ... with the approval and gazettal of seven Approved Accounting Standards"
(ASRB, 1989-90, p. 2). However, five of the seven standards were standards previously
promulgated by the accounting profession which "had been on issue for up to 16 years"
(ASRB, 1989-90, p. 2).

It has been shown that the ASRB, the first standard setting body to claim broad

representation, was in fact under the control of the accounting profession. The members
of the ASRB were largely past affiliates of the accounting profession, and as such have
been accorded the right to speak. Such members are deemed to have the competencies
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to speak the "official" accounting language, one that is produced with the accounting
profession's interests in mind.

4.2.3 Australian Accounting Standards Board

Changes were made to legislation in 1989 that saw the establishment of the Australian
Accounting Standards Board [AASB] to replace the ASRB.

The AASB began

operations in January 1991 (AARF and AASB, 1999a, p. 1; Stoddart, 1999, p. 6). The
AASB's main objective was
to enhance the credibility and efficiency of Australia's capital markets by
improving the quality of financial reporting ... the AASB seeks to meet its
objective by developing and issuing Accounting Standards and Statement of
Accounting Concepts (AARF and AASB, 1999a, p. 2).
In terms of membership of the AASB, the legislation establishing the AASB conferred

on the Treasurer the power to appoint members from nominations provided by the
ASPCA, the ICAA, and from various organisations and bodies (CLERP, 1997, p. 29).
No membership qualifications were prescribed and the Treasurer had discretion to
"appoint who ever they choose provided they are satisfied that the person is qualified for
appointment by virtue of their knowledge of, or experience in, accounting, law or
business" (CLERP, 1997, p. 29).

While the activities of the AASB were similar to those of the ASRB, there were changes
in terms of government involvement. However, these changes were more cosmetic than
structural

the progression, from accounting standards being set solely by the
professional accountants to a structure established by the Government, has
not resulted so far in the AASB being subject to strong direction from the
Government in the nature and content of the standards (Stoddart, 1999, p. 7).
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In a hearing of the parliamentary Joint Committee on Corporations and Securities
[JCCS] (1998), Mr Boymal, in his position as president of the ASCPA, responded to the
quote that "Business considers that the standard setting process is captured by the
accounting profession".

He stated that "the technical support [is] provided by the

accounting bodies" and that "the accounting profession makes its voice heard", but that
it is "wrong to say that the accounting profession has captured it [AASB]" (JCCS, 1998,
p. CS 21). However, he followed by saying that "at the moment, all of the people on the
AASB are accountants. You need that sort of skill to be there".

In agreement over the issue of membership, Mr Harrison, in his position as Executive
Director of the ICAA, argued that "the people in [the] AASB have to have technical
competence, they have to understand financial reporting at a level of detail that is quite
specific" (JCCS, 1998, p. CS 30). Both members of the professional bodies have clearly
expressed their view about representation, and that is that it should be paramount that
members are qualified accountants.

The annual reports of the AASB for the years 1993 onwards were analysed to
demonstrate that the members of these boards were "agents able and inclined to engage
in discourse" in line with that of the "official" accounting language. Table 4.2 supports

this view as the majority of members had commerce qualifications and/or made partners
in the "big six". By virtue of this representation on the AASB, the profession was in a
position to control the direction of what may be said on accounting issues.
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TABLE4.2
AASB MEMBERSHIP
%ofmembers

% of members having been

% of members who

% of members

%ofmembers

with a

a president/chainnan of

are/have been a

with academic

as big six

Commerce

ICAA, ASCP A or AARF

business leader

position

partner

Degree
1993-1994

Not stated

Not stated

4 out of 11

I out of 11

6 out of 11

1995-1996

6 out of 10

Not stated

4outofl0

I out of 10

4 out of 10

1996-1997

7 out of 10

Not stated

4 out of 10

l out of 10

4 out of 10

1997-1998

7 out of 10

Not stated

3 out of 10

lout oflO

4 out of 10

From the table above, a couple of interesting points can be drawn. The column listing
past affiliations with the accounting profession was included to emphasise the point that
since the establishment of the AASB, the annual reports no longer reveal this
information.

The annual reports of the past standard setting bodies did list this

information up until 1989, and as argued before, this could be a strategy to hide the
influence of the accounting profession.

A majority of the members of the board are "able and inclined" to engage in the
"official" language due to their exposure to tertiary education within Australia, which is
claimed to be, in most cases, influenced by the professional accreditation process
(discussed below). They are also members of accounting firms who require professional
recognition.

Not only is membership of the AASB indicative of the control that the accounting
profession has over the standard setting process, a process that produces an "official"
accounting language, the continuing role of the AARF allows such control to be
furthered. In its annual report, the AASB (1997-98, p. 14) stated that "research and
administrative support for the AASB is provided by the AARF, under an agreement
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between the Commonwealth Government and the ASCP A and ICAA. AARF staff
attend meetings of the AASB".

Due to the position of the AARF within the AASB, Treasury has stated that the
"accounting profession may be in a somewhat privileged position in terms of potentially
influencing the outcome of standard setting" (CLERP, 1997, p. 38). Despite the initial
intention to eliminate the dominance of the accounting profession in the setting of
accounting standards, and hence in determining what can be said, "the continuing role of
AARF appeared to have perpetuated the dominant role of the professional accounting
bodies" (Stoddart, 1999, p. 17).

4.2.4 The Future Australian Accounting Standards Board

The dominant role of the accounting profession in the (re)production of an "official"
accounting language may be lessened in the future due to the proposed changes to
standard setting in Australia, made by the Liberal Government in 1997 (Stoddart, 2000,
p. 714). The changes were seen as crucial to a Government facing re-election, and since
"major participants [in standard setting] were dissatisfied with the current arrangements"
(Stoddart, 2000, p. 714), it was seen as an opportunity to exhibit credibility.

Details of the proposed changes came in the form of the Corporate Law Economic
Reform Program [CLERP] in 1997, and the CLERP Bill became effective in 2000
(AARF and AASB, 2000). The changes would come into effect at the beginning of the
year 2000, and would involve:
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a Financial Reporting Council (FRC) with oversight responsibility for the
Australian Accounting Standards Board (AASB), which will deal with
standard setting in the private and public sectors and have its own research
and administrative staff (AARF and AASB, 2000).

The FRC will not be able to determine the content of standards (AARF and AASB,
2000), and thus has no control over the (re)production of the "official" accounting
language. However, the new AASB will continue to have the power to determine the
content of standards.

Although it is argued that the new AASB "should be completely independent in terms of
determining the specific content of the standards it issues" (CLERP, 1997, p. 33), as of
February 2000, the majority of members of the new AASB are linked to the accounting
profession.

Of the 9 appointed so far, 5 or more could be argued as either having

membership with one of the professional bodies, or a position in accounting for business
(AARF and AASB, 2000).

This may please the accounting profession whose

representatives, Mr Boymal (National President of ASCP A) and Mr Harrison (Executive
Director of !CAA), argued that "members [of the new AASB] should have considerable
experience in financial reporting ... an expert in financial reporting" (JCCS, 1998, p.

cs 24).

As well as a membership that allows the accounting profession to play an influential
role (although less obvious) in the production of the "official" accounting language, the
existing staff of the AARF may be transferred to the new AASB's "stand-alone
secretariat" (AARF and AASB, 2000). However, the loss of the AARF will definitely
have a big impact on the accounting profession's role in the future. Mr Boymal, in his
position as president of the ASCP A, reflected on the AARF's current role by stating "the
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way in which we have excessive control has been through us currently providing
technical support" (Joint Committee on Corporations and Securities, 1998, p. CS 32).

4.3 THE POWER OF A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK AND
OTHER INTERPRETIVE MECHANISMS
The previous section attempted to reveal that the standard setting bodies that have been
established within the accounting community, have been dominated by the accounting
profession through membership and through research assistance (AARF). This allows
the accounting profession to dictate what can be said. Power has also been granted to
the standard setting bodies that allows them to create mechanisms and structures that
have aided the accounting profession in achieving control over what may be said and
restricting where people are heard (limiting the places for discussion by the nonprofessionals). In particular, the conceptual framework project, due process and the Key
Issues questionnaire are discussed to highlight interpretive mechanisms.

4.3.1 The Conceptual Framework Project

The conceptual framework [CF] project was initially considered at "the Accounting
Standards Board's inaugural meeting in November 1981" (Burrows, 1996, p. 161).
Outside parties were also indirectly supportive, with the NCSC's Green Paper (1983)
noting "a lack of agreed definitions for the basic concepts of assets, liabilities, revenues
and expenses" (Burrows, 1996, p. 161).

Work on the CF project was initially contested. The ASRB worked on Release 100,
which was described as "a mini-conceptual framework in the guise of an outline of
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criteria" (Burrows, 1996, p. 164), and released in 1985. At the same time, the AARF
argued it had been working on "its own definitions of the elements of financial
statements" (Burrows, 1996, p. 164).

The AcSB, under AARF direction, released

exposure drafts "for the first four Statements of Accounting Concepts" by the end of
1987 (Burrows, 1996, p. 167). When the AcSB merged with the ASRB, the CF project
was taken on board (ASRB, 1989-90, p. 2).

The ASRB acknowledged that the CF would be developed by the AARF (Burrows,
1996, p. 164). Thus, the AARF continued to provide the research efforts towards the
formulation of the CF, and by 1990 three Statements of Accounting Concepts were
released (Burrows, 1996, p. 169).

Using the same arguments above, through its

membership, the accounting profession can influence the content of the CF.

The CF is a significant part of the "official" accounting language that has been promoted
(see Chapter 3) by the accounting profession. The terms and definitions have become
institutionalised, through the issuing of Statement of Accounting Concepts [SAC's], and
more importantly from their inclusion in approved accounting standards. It is argued
that they form part of an authorised text, and if you do not employ the terms from the
CF, it is difficult to convince others that what you want to say is important and "real".

The power of the SAC's emanates from the fact that they will form the explicit rendition
of standard setters thinking, they will work as a foundation from which to build the
"official" accounting language. The AASB makes this explicit when it states that "the
continuing development of the conceptual framework for financial reporting also gives
rise to new topics and the need to revise existing Accounting Standards" (AARF and
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AASB, 1999b, p. 2). In fact the purpose of having CF's has been stated as to form the
basis of all standards set in accounting.

Statements of Accounting Concepts enunciate the conceptual framework for
general purpose financial reporting being developed by the Boards. The
Statements are used by the Boards in the development of Accounting
Standards, and set out the framework for dealing with transactions and other
events which are not presently the subject of specific Accounting Standards
(AARF and AASB, 1999b, p. 1).

The typical argument for being guided by the concept statements is so that there is
consistency in standards. What this also means is that the concepts developed in the
SAC's become institutionalised as the way to speak. In fact, CF's are characteristic of
structures created by overseas accounting bodies and much has been said about their
role (eg, October 1999 issue of Critical Perspectives on Accounting dedicated entirely to
this).

It can be argued, given the explicit statements of the AASB, that during "due process"
(discussed later) submissions are influenced by the official accounting language
contained in SAC's and that board members will only respond to those submissions
termed using this language. Submissions that use other than the official accounting
language may then be reinterpreted using the official discourse.

Goodrich (1987, p.190) discussed this aspect and stated that after something is uttered,
the professionals arrive to reconstruct the discourse and give it meaning. It could be
argued that this occurs with the reading of submissions. What this refers to though is
that there is control over the use of accounting language. To ensure that the standard
language is maintained, the accounting profession have put into place "interpretative
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procedures" (Goodrich, 1987, p.173), the CF being one of those. These mechanisms
should ensure that only the "official" language is used and any outcomes will be
expressed in the "official" language.

In the accounting standard setting arena, those people concerned with accounting issues

and their wider implications, are implicitly asked to conform to the CF that the
profession has developed. In doing so, the concern is that "adopting a professional's
language is to adopt their perspective" (Edelman, 1974, p. 52). To adopt the terms of
the CF is to restrict "our" perspective from entering the debate, unless we share the
perspective of the accounting profession. As well as this, when we adopt the accounting
profession's language, and hence their perspective, we help to perpetuate the "official"
language. Such an "official" language is one that borrows "mostly from economics, its
problems aris[ing] from applying economists' abstract notions of capital and profits to
complex real-world transactions and events" (Burrows, 1996, p. 159). Such limited
terms and definitions result in limited stories.

Young (l 994a, p.3) has stated that institutional thinking appears to constrain and define
the construction and re-solution of accounting problems.

Part of the institutional

thinking is informed by the institutionalised accounting language present in CF's. As
the Australian CF is a starting point in the standard setting process, then this limits the
types of discussion that could take place about accounting for certain "things", because
the conditions of discussion are limited by the language contained in the CF's (Young,
1994a, p. 13).

Examples of this language include relevance and reliability, which

Young (1994b, p. 103) argues limits what will be included for discussion.
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The CF's are a part of the institutional conditions that must be met (Bourdieu, 1991) for
discourse to be recognised. Institutions have a way of "direct[ing] individual memory
and channel[ing] our perceptions into forms compatible with the relations they
authorize" (Douglas, 1986, p. 92 cited in Young, 1996, p. 489).

The CF aids in

directing people's memory/thinking into forms compatible with the language the
institutions authorise. An institution hides this influence and "rouse[ s] our emotions to
a standardised pitch on standardised issues" (Douglas, 1986, p. 92 cited in Young, 1996,
p. 489).

Given the position of the Australian CF "any problems we try and think about are
automatically transformed" (Douglas, 1986, p. 2 cited in Young, 1996, p. 489) into the
official accounting language, thus transformed into a "technical accounting problem".
Therefore, any solutions that the accounting profession may offer are ones that come
from the limited discourse contained within the CF.

By insisting on the CF and

requesting responses in the "technical" accounting language, the standard setting bodies
are protecting accounting from other vocabularies, such as the "radicals" that Solomons
(1991) refers to, and from possible demands upon accounting that cannot be expressed
through the CF's language.

4.3.2 Due Process and Key Issues Questionnaire

The ability of those other than the accounting profession to be heard, is hindered by the
processes that develop standards and SACs, making it difficult to get to the discourse of

accounting, to change it if desired. The process itself makes many demands on
participants, such as having to rely on a conceptual framework as the starting point to
setting standards, thus making it difficult to change the language of accounting.
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The mechanisms put in place that make it difficult to be heard in other than the
"official" language, were created during the ASRB's time, and continue to be
emphasised by the AASB. Specifically what I am referring to here is the introduction of
"due process", an "equal opportunity'' sounding term, but one that does not necessarily
deliver. Such a process has gone through some name changes, but remained the same in
purpose.

Upon the formation of the ASRB, it announced that it would publish "Criteria for the
Evaluation of Standards" designated Release 100 as well as Release 200, "Procedures
for the Approval of Accounting Standards" (ASRB, 1984-85, p. 4-5). In doing so, the
members of the ASRB (previously shown to be dominated by the accounting profession)
were restricting the way in which participants could add to the discussion on accounting
issues. As well as this, the ASRB revealed that part of the review process would include
"the recognition of the views of participants in the accounting process", by way of
inviting comment (1984-85, p. 6). The Releases were the background behind what are
currently known as Policy Statements [PS], in particular Policy Statement 1 (ICAA and
ASCPA, 1999, p xxv). With the introduction of SAC's, the procedures set out in these
documents changed to include their production in "due process".

However, while the ASRB did start to receive comments from the public, and this may
have appeared to look like a "free to speak" opportunity, they soon started to place
further restrictions on this:
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The Board has found in its consideration of standards that the issue of a
proposed standard accompanied by an invitation to comment on that
standard yields replies that tend to be unfocused (ASRB, 1986-87, p.11 ).

As a result, the ASRB introduced a Key Issues Questionnaire which directed
participants in their comments to speak of the "questions which the Board believed it
had to resolve" (1986-87, p. 11 ). The ASRB felt this new initiative was most successful
and reiterated their support for it in their 1987-88 annual report.

Evidence that those responding to submissions will follow the Key Questionnaire
format was found in an analysis of submissions sent to the AARF on Exposure Draft 49
[ED 49]: Intangible Assets (AARF, 1989). The AARF asked for respondents to reply to
twelve points that the AARF considered major issues. The majority of respondents
followed the 12-point format. Not only that, many made reference to definitions, among
other things, being inconsistent with the CF project, specifically ED 46B Definition and
Recognition of Expenses. This also highlights the acceptance of an official language
contained in the CF by some in the accounting community, hinting at successful
institutionalisation of the CF' s.

The
myth of free speech, that anyone is 'free' to say what they like, is an
amazingly powerful one, given the actuality of a plethora of constraints on
access to various sorts of speech, and writing (Fairclough, 1989, p. 63).
Given that the accounting profession played a largely influential role on the ASRB, it
could be argued that through the ASRB the accounting profession were placing
constraints on what could be said, and institutionalising these rules in the process. As
well as this, they were setting up a structure that would be the only official place for
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discussion to occur. Having said this, one might argue that there are other avenues to
speak. However, given my experience with an AARF member (discussed in Chapter 1),
it is questionable whether those avenues are legitimate, and if so, to whom are they
available?

Upon formation of the AASB, as the new standard setting body, the process of setting
accounting standards and SAC's became known as "due process". This interpretive
mechanism has now been institutionalised as part of "due process" outlined in PS 1 (See
Appendix A, for diagram of this process). As part of the standard setting process, and

consistent with the requirements of section 226 of the Australian Securities
Commission Act 1989 to undertake public consultation when developing
accounting standards, the AASB undertakes a comprehensive due process
which seeks the input of interested and affected parties (AARF and AASB,
l 999a, p. 2).

It is argued that such a process is limiting in terms of the instances that the accounting
community (this includes non-professionals) can respond to the Board. By examining
the process, there appears to be only one instance where it is essential for the AASB to
listen to a general audience (see Appendix), and this is at the stage where an exposure
draft has been issued. The stages before this are quite extensive and it could be argued
that by this point discussion has been limited to only certain issues.

It may be argued that the issuing of an exposure draft will allow for accommodating
various opinions. However, Mitchell and Sikka (1993, p. 43) argue that exposure drafts
represent "passive consultation [which] merely confirms the success of the traditional
structures in excluding people from making informed choices, thus limiting
potentialities for change".

This passive consultation comes in the form of written
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communication and, as mentioned in Chapter One, written communication is less
powerful than verbal communication where the boards have in place mechanisms to
ensure a (re)interpretation where necessary.

4.4 THE POWER OF EDUCATION
One of the previous claims made in Chapter Two was that in order for the accounting
profession to gain control over what is said and by whom, it is important that they play a
hand in the education of its members. This would allow them to institutionalise a way
of thinking and talking in line with the accounting profession's interests. In Chapter
Three, it was shown that the accounting profession has, over several decades,

implemented educative procedures in several forms.

In this section it will be shown that the educative mechanism of tertiary teaching has

been dominated by the accounting profession. This, at times, was quite evident, but
during the last decade the accounting profession seems to have taken a less active role.
However, it will be shown that this is merely a smokescreen of sorts in that the
accounting profession still has the power of accreditation to hang over the heads of
financially struggling universities. In a climate where attracting students is crucial for
funds, to be able to show accreditation by professional bodies is an advantage.

It has been well documented by Lee (1989) that the relationship between university
education and the profession is one of dominance on the part of the latter. Although
Lee's evidence is collected from literature involving the US, UK and New Zealand, it is
argued here, and will be demonstrated later, that the Australian story is much the same.
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Lee (1989) refers to the study conducted by Wells (1987) which looked at the issue of
accounting education within Australia. Wells (1987, cited in Lee, 1989, p. 244) argued
that "accounting educators are too preoccupied with satisfying the short-term needs of
accounting practitioners for technical accounting skills, with insufficient attention being
paid to longer-term needs of the wider economic community''. This concern was also
echoed earlier by Gaffikin (1981), in terms of the New Zealand climate. Gaffikin (1981,
cited in Lee, 1989, p. 245) argued that there was a "consistent commitment in the New
Zealand curriculum to immediate professional needs".

Evidence of the accounting profession's control over the content of tertiary teaching can
be gained from the fact that the profession in the US, UK and, more importantly,
Australia, accredits certain institutions that meet their criteria. Warning against this,
Zeff (1989) noted that there was a tendency for accounting standards to "impact on the
content of textbooks and examination syllabuses" (cited in Lee, 1989, p. 245) as a result
of the profession's influence in education.

This is an avenue for an accounting

profession to determine what is said, and specifically a chance to arm students with the
"official" language as captured in accounting standards.

Overall, Lee (1989, p. 245) argues that
The picture, therefore, is one of the accounting profession, through the
mechanism of its professional bodies, increasingly controlling its education
function directly by means of the prescription of syllabuses and related
examinations that match the perceived current needs of practice.

Such an argument can be made for the Australian case. Since the 1980's, there has been
a shift towards accreditation by the ICAA and ASCP A. Both bodies provide a listing of
the Universities in Australia who have passed the accreditation criteria. The objective
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of this type of involvement, which entails reviewing the courses at Universities, as
stated by the ICAA, is to "ensure satisfactory compliance with its basic standards for
admission" (ICAA, 1991, p. 3; 1992, p. 5, 1993, p. 3; 1994, p. 3). Interestingly, from
1995 onwards the ICAA no longer makes this statement in the publication of listed
accredited Universities (ICAA, 1995, 1996, 1997).

In June of 1991, in a bid to cut down on duplication, the two professional bodies issued

Guidelines for Joint Administration of Accreditation of Tertiary Institutions by the
Professional Accounting Bodies. Emphasising the importance of accreditation it was
stated in that document that
The continued accreditation of tertiary courses by the professional bodies is
not only considered desirable but necessary to ensure that the minimum
stipulated requirements of both bodies have been complied with in relation
to subject and course philosophy, content, structure, cohesiveness and
educational standards (ASCPA and ICAA, 1991, p. 1).

It is clearly stated that the accounting profession will have some control over the
curriculum of tertiary education.

However, in the remainder of the document the

profession claims to serve only as an "aid in the development and maintenance of
quality accounting programmes" (ASCPA and ICAA, 1991, p. 2, emphasis added).
Although appearing to be less involved, the accounting profession can "dangle the
carrot" given that the guidelines are broad, and that they have the power to award "not
approved and withdrawn from the list of Approved Tertiary Courses" (p. 4).

Given that the Guidelines from the Australian accounting profession are "based upon
American Assembly of Collegiate Schools of Business Accreditation Council Policies"
(ASCPA and ICAA, 1991, p. 2), it may then be appropriate to apply the above concerns
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of Zeff (1989, cited in Lee, 1989). The level of attention to accounting standards and
the lack of alternative thinking in textbooks enables the accounting profession to
perpetuate the "official" accounting language.

As part of the accreditation process, the accounting profession also requires that the
educators should have "qualifications [including] masters and doctorates, professional
membership and professional experience" (ASCPA and ICAA, 1991, p. 3, emphasis

added). Clearly, the accounting profession has some control over who may speak when
they require educators to have professional membership, ensuring that students are
exposed to the "official" accounting language.

However, it must be said that on an individual basis, not all Australian Universities "tow
the line" for the accounting profession. In one particular NSW University (in which I
am employed) the Department of Accounting and Finance are accredited, but also have
a great degree of alternative world views being taught to accounting students. So while
the students are still being fed the accounting standards and conceptual frameworks of
the accounting profession, they are, in at least two subjects that I teach, being armed
with alternative world views in order to question the "official" discourse.

Despite the instances in which the accounting profession's "official" discourse may be
challenged during a student's University education, it still remains that the majority of
teaching is in line with accreditation. With an increasing economic environment in
which Commonwealth Government funding to universities is being diminished
(Australian Vice-Chancellors Committee, 1996, p. 3; 1997, p. 27), the pressure to attract
funds privately increases.
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If students want to become an accounting professional, they will seek out accredited

courses. As stated by the ASCP A and ICAA (1997, p. 5)

Accreditation by the professional accounting bodies 'badges' these courses
as being of high quality. The refusal to accredit a course or to withdraw
accreditation would most likely lead to the failure of the course in the
market.
Therefore, a relationship of independence is somewhat formed between the accounting
educators and the accounting professionals. Through "its control of the content of
tertiary courses via its accreditation mechanism" (Allen, 1991, p. 62), the involvement
of the Australian accounting profession in Australian university education is a powerful
one.

In Australia, the accounting profession continues to be involved in university education.

The latest publication of Guidelines for Joint Administration of Accreditation was
issued in 1996 and continues to emphasise the role of the accounting profession in
university education.

The issue overall may be that the professional accounting

language is being institutionalised as the "official" accounting language, which limits
what can be said.

4.5 CONCLUSION
In terms of the Australian accounting profession having achieved a form of linguistic

unification (Chapter 3), over which they have had control up until the late 1990's, it can
be argued that this results in stifled voices. Such voices may have concerns other than
the "inadequate tale of Economic Man and the Bottom Line" (Nelson, 1993, p. 226,
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cited in Young, 1996, p. 496), yet they are not accorded the right to speak. Such a right
was demonstrated as being accorded to the accounting profession, whose production of
an "official" accounting discourse is problematic, as will be demonstrated in the
following Chapter.

As was demonstrated in this Chapter, the institutional structures created and controlled
by the accounting profession limit the ability for others to be heard and limit what may
be said. Of things that may be said "business ethics, social justice, morality or fairness
to enter into debates relating to white collar crime, pollution, child labour, pension
holidays, economic exploitation, money laundering operations, low wages and
discrimination of all kinds" (Mitchell and Sikka, 1993, p. 43). It is argued here that the
accounting professionals "may not have solutions to such matters but their education
and institutional structures prevent such issues from even being considered" (Mitchell
and Sikka, 1993, p. 43).

130

CHAPTER FIVE

THE

PROBLEMATIC

NATURE

OF

THE

OFFICIAL

ACCOUNTING LANGUAGE: CONTROL ACHIEVED THROUGH
LIMITED MEANING

5.1 INTRODUCTION
In Chapter One, it was suggested that there are instances of stifled voices within the

accounting arena, where the Australian accounting community are restricted in their
chances to contribute towards the discourse of accounting. This occurs as a result of the
institutional arrangements created/controlled by the accounting profession (the focus of
Chapter 4) and as a result of the "official" accounting language itself (the focus of this
chapter), which are interdependent and products of the accounting profession's
linguistic unification (the focus of Chapter 3).

The point of this chapter is to demonstrate that the accounting profession, given their
control over accounting "talk" and debate, achieved through procedures, structures and
positioning in institutions (illustrated in chapter 4), has produced an accounting
language that is meaningless and limited. The official language of accounting is that
contained in approved accounting standards and the conceptual framework (Statement
of Accounting Concepts, SAC's). Whether they be legally or socially imposed, the
standards and SAC's are recognised by the Australian accounting community as
legitimate.

It is argued that, by design, these official words and meanings are

problematic, limiting the chance to be heard.
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Although the accounting standards are not without controversy, due to the legal nature
of them (Australian Accounting Standards Board standards are imposed by the
Corporations Law, AASB's), the arguments surrounding standards are rarely about their
existence. However, the conceptual framework [CF] projects tend to receive much
more attention about their very existence. There is plenty of debate within the
mainstream field concerning the structure of CF's, their importance, and whether they
are needed at all (e.g. Peasnell, 1982; Miller, 1985; McGregor, 1990).

From an alternative view, a CF can be seen as a very powerful tool in more ways than is
recognised. Hines (1989; 199la) considered CF's as powerful tools for the accounting
profession in that they are attempts to be seen as having a body of knowledge. This
image making was described by Hines as a strategy employed by the accounting
profession to maintain/increase their status as a profession (ie, professionalisation).
Similar to this claim is that the CF's are part of the attempt to build a language set,
embedded with meaning/non-meaning that legitimises the accounting professions'
treatment of others, as well as giving them flexibility in accounting situations.
Therefore, an important part of this study is to see the conceptual framework (SAC's)
and accounting standards (AASB's), for what they are: an official accounting language
containing concepts/words and definitions that are meaningless and/or limited.
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ANAYLSIS

5.2

OF

ACCOUNTING

INTRADISCOURSE:

EVIDENCE IN AUSTRALIAN ACCOUNTING STANDARDS AND
CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
An intradiscursive analysis, as suggested by Goodrich (1987, see chapter 2), would be

concerned with the internal ordering and development of concepts contained within the
accounting standards and SACs, which form the official accounting language.
Characteristic of professional language, an official language is codified and
institutionalised by way of rules providing definitions and categories.

In general, the words and concepts that make up the CF and standards are "technical";

there is a theme of technicality. This is opposed to a theme of personality. In many
accounting arguments, reference is usually made to the "technical" definition, as if this
is the only way we can speak of issues. For instance, in reference to the meaning of
goodwill:

Goodwill is sometimes thought of as the intangible value to the business
earned by the skills and effort of the proprietors, from friendly counter staff
through to a reputation for expertise and reliability. But in technical
accounting terms, it is the amount by which the acquisition price for the
business exceeds the value of the tangible assets (the "fair value") (Jay,
1994, p. 42).
Specifically, AASB 1013: Accounting for Goodwill, provides a definition of goodwill
that refers to future benefits from unidentifiable assets (ICAA & ASCP A, 1999, para
13.1, p. 530), which can only be further defined by recognition and measurement
criteria.

Such criteria attach the technical to what might be other than that; it is a

meaning that follows the latter of the two definitions above. This is a favouring of a
"technical" meaning over a "personal" meaning.
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In a further example of this tendency to attach technical meamng to accounting
language, many respondents to Exposure Draft 49: Intangible Assets (AARF, 1989)
criticised the definition of intangible assets. Many argued that the definition was too
flexible and the odd respondent argued "why do we bother with 'physical substance' at
all" (AARF, 1989). I would argue that this also tends to reflect the concern with
focusing on the technical.

The meaning (which is more than the stated definition) of intangible assets that was
proposed was one that relied on "probable" and "reliable" (McCahey and McGregor,
1990, p. 65), both being terms that are flexible (discussed later). Both of these terms are
crucial to many of the accounting standards and are introduced in the SAC's as
recognition criteria. In essence, they give a meaning to accounting elements that is
technical, in that they refer to an ability to quantify.

Terms such as probable and reliable are typical of the problematic language designed by
the accounting profession, one that favours the technical. However, it has been argued
by Mitchell and Sikka (1993, p. 49) that
Even at the technical level, accountants have been unable to provide any
coherent and durable technical definition of asset, liability, profit, loss,
revenue, function of the balance sheet, audit, audit independence and other
basics ... The elastic definitions of creative accountancy are hardly the stuff
of scientific or technical logic.

The limitation of the accounting language found in accounting standards and SAC's can
be further illustrated, in part, by demonstrating three specific problematic areas (as
discussed by Goodrich, 1987).
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5.2.1 Generic Vocabulary

The first problematic characteristic of the official language, that being the SAC's and
AASB' s, is that they exhibit a generic vocabulary. These types of words are such that
they do not have very clear meanings, or they have "non-meaning". The purpose of such
words in the accounting context is that they lend power to the accounting profession;
they are of such a nature as to be used in a manner consistent with the accounting
professions' interest (whatever that may be), when and if an occassion requires
(flexibility).

This is similar to what Boreham (1983) refers to as indetermination. Boreham quotes
the work of Freidson (1973) who refers also to the abstract terms of professions. During
a process of linguistic unification there is deliberate creation of indetermination (ie,
uncertainty) and this is exhibited in the language of the accounting profession.

Boreham (1983, p. 697) suggests that indetermination denies the possibility of
codification.

However, the profession still attempts to codify; the contradiction is

between standardisation and an emphasis on indetermination. This contradiction is said
to "manifest itself in professional practice where the individual is faced with the need to
control his practice by formalising and rationalising techniques and thus making it more
technical" (Boreham, 1983, p. 699).

Thus, such features of the accounting language allow an interpretation that is flexible to
the profession's current needs, to be used whenever the occasion requires. In discussing
the UK accounting profession, Lee (1995, p. 60) states that they also issue standards
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which "maintain a zone of discretion for the practioner". An example of this is the term
"true and fair". Mitchell and Sikka (1993, p. 36) argue that
to date, no accountant has been able to give a satisfactory explanation of the
concept. Within a wide range, almost anything can be classified as 'true and
fair' ... The basic message is that something is true because those who have
power and control over information, can fix it to be true.

It is often the case that when an accountant has to demonstrate accountability, they give
a response that
is usually couched in the vaguest of terms, such as "adding credibility",
"giving opinion", "attesting to truth and fairness" and other slogans, all of
which lack any substance ... The aim is always to paint "significant others" in
a negative light, a technique used to gain power over them (Mitchell and
Sikka, 1993, p. 37).

Lee (undated, p. 2) refers to the dominance of such words and terms in the accounting
language and claims that they "remain undefined and unexplained either by the
regulators who prescribe them or the accountants and auditors who use them", which in
the Australian context means the accounting profession. However, when such words are
exposed and debate about meaning appears, no resolution is reached; they remain vague
and ambiguous.

Lee (undated) gives a chronological account of significant events in the history of using
such words. He is able to trace the debates back to the eighteenth century. Referring to
a critical view of this situation, Lee (p. 13) states that "because the corporate auditor is a
professional, he will use vagueness and ambiguity in his work to prevent it being
scrutinised, thereby maintaining the power relations". The use of generic terms thus
"lend themselves to an obfuscating, rhetorical or symbolic usage" (Goodrich, 1987,
p.179).
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Meehan (1996) has also referred to this characteristic of accounting discourse. He labels
part of accounting discourse as consisting of "comfort passages" which "provide barriers
to clear perception and maintain the semblance of communication while no
communication takes place" (Meehan, 1996, p.6). Such a characteristic implies that due
to the use of such words or phrases, nothing could result from them; "could neither be
analysed nor acted upon" (Meehan, 1996, p.6).

Meehan questions such aspects of accounting discourse and wonders about the
education of accounting students. He refers to a barrister who argued that there are
"professional situations where we need to be 'vague, forbidding and less than altogether
frank"' (Meehan, 1996, p.9). This is an acknowledgement of the power of accounting
discourse, and the characteristic that allows the accounting professional flexibility in
decisions.

This characteristic of the official accounting language is commonly justified by
accounting professionals as allowing professional judgement, to accomodate different
situations.

Such arguments do not acknowledge the powerful role of language in

accounting situations, they infer "the naive idea of words as neutral and innocent tools"
(Meehan, 1996, p.8).

The generic aspect of accounting intradiscourse is also similar to what has been labeled
"weasel words" by Henderson (1985).

Henderson (1985, p.52) claimed that "most

Australian financial accounting standards contain "weasel words" which allow
recommendations to be set aside or they provide a choice". However, Henderson saw
this as a necessary compromise to allow professional judgement (a typical mainstream
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argument).

The presence of 'weasel words' implies that the official language is

problematic in that some words have no meaning and can be used with flexibility when
an occasion requires. They can be used to set aside any decision, and more powerfully,
they lend authority to the accounting profession, one that is purely symbolic.

Referring to Table 5.1, there is evidence that the Australian accounting standards
contain generic words. The table lists some specific generic words and the instances
that each standard refers to them. The analysis is of the AASB's, as they are seen to be
mandatory by way of the Corporations Law. Both the bold print and the explanatory
material was analysed. The commentary is seen as also part of the official accounting
language as it can be used to help interpret the standard, and is recognised as the
legitimate meaning.

In some cases, the standards state the legitimacy of the commentary: "the commentary

contained in this Standard can be used, subject to section 109J of the Corporations Law,
as an aid to interpreting the accounting standards" (ICAA and ASCPA, 1999, AASB
1018, p. 619). While in other standards, no such statement is evident. In others still, the
commentary is referred to as "endorsed explanatory material" (ICAA and ASCPA,
1999, AASB 1006, p. 405). Given this, the commentary is a crucial part of the official
accounting language and is also analysed.
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TABLE 5.1
ACCOUNTING INTRADISCOURSE: GENERIC WORDS IN STANDARDS
Reliable

Normal

Reasonably

Expected

Otherwis

Reliably

Normally

Reasonable

Expectation

e

AASB 1001

11

I

2

10

5

7

AASB 1002

I

I

4

I

3

AASB 1004

17

2

I

3

I

3

3

2

2

I

I

AASB 1005
AASB 1006
AASB 1008

6

4

4

21

I

AASB 1009

20

I

3

2

I

AASB 1010

I

2

8

3

AASB 1011

3

4

6

I

AASB 1012

6

4

5

6

2

I

5

2

I

5

AASB 1013

11

AASB 1014

I
13
2
2
3

13

3

5

8

45

16

56

14

30

3

19

15

39

12

27

11

23

61

I

3

5

10

15

51

I

I

AASB 1019

14

2

II

I

8

AASB 1020

3

3

8

2

4

2

I

23

3

11

AASB 1021

3

AASB 1022

3

AASB 1023

10

13

2

13

AASB 1024

I

6

I

I

1

I

I

I

I

8

I

15

8

20

4

3

17

53

5

5

I

12

40

I

7

2

38

86

2

30

41

3

9

16

7

15

32

9

20

70

5

8

2

7

14

14

33

I

I

2

AASB 1031

3

2

6

I

46

10

21

2

11

3

6

AASB 1030

11

I

2

AASB 1029

13

29

2

2

3

17

2

15

39

I

AASB 1016

AASB 1028

I

2

I

AASB 1027

2

Probably

36

I

AASB 1026

Total

10

I

I

May

6

3

AASB 1018

Probable

I

AASB 1015

AASB 1017

Appropriate

2

1

I

3

AASB 1032

4

3

7

12

2

3

25

56

AASB 1033

3

20

2

19

6

14

95

159

AASB 1034

4

I

6

3

2

16

32

AASB 1036

2

2

3

7

3

I

2

12

32

AASB 1037

11

3

15

I

4

2

29

65

(See Appendix 2 for the full title of the standards)

A number of things need to be considered when referring to table 5.1. AASB 1003 and
AASB 1007 have been withdrawn and were not included. Also, the words chosen for
Table 5.1 are not the only generic words contained in accounting standards. They are,

139

however, the most commonly referred to.

Other generic words contained in the

standards include, for example, "practicable" and "appears". The words can be seen to
be generic in the sense that they have no clear meaning and can be used in a manner
suitable to the preparer when and if the occassion requires. Their use is symbolic and
often meaning is given when and if an occasion requires it.

From the table, those standards that record the most instances and variations of generic
words, are also those standards that have received the most attention in the accounting
arena. An inference here that I would like to make is that it is a direct strategy of the
profession to hold onto these generic words, for their symbolic power is so great as to
provide justification to any situation that the professional finds themselves in. Because
the standards, such as AASB 1022 - Accounting For Extractive Industries, are seen to be
very contentious in that they are widely debated by people in the industry, it is important
to the accounting professional to provide room to move if the situation requires it.

What is also interesting from this analysis of the standards, which is not expressed in
Table 5.1, is that in many cases there exists the combination of several of these generic
words. For example, "reasonably expected", "normally expected", "may reasonably be
expected", and so on. This is actually more so in AASB 1031 - Materiality.

Materiality itself is defined and discussed in AASB 1031 and this takes place using
generic words. In paragraph 4.1.3 "items usually need to be", "it may be necessary''; in
paragraph 4.1.4, "to be compared with the more appropriate of'; in paragraph 4.1.5 "it
may not be appropriate"; in paragraph 4.1.6 materiality is influenced by ''perceptions".

The standard is very much a case of generic "overload".
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Not only is the standard on materiality a powerful source of generic vocabulary, it is
being implemented into all standards in an effort by the Australian Accounting
Standards Board to make it more prominently powerful. This application of materiality
to all standards was introduced in 1991 in the form of AASB 1025: Application of the
Reporting Entity Concept and Other Amendments (ICAA and ASCPA, 1999, p. 750).
Walker (1993, p. 103) argues that "the inclusion of references to 'materiality' has
provided ready-made excuses for non-compliance".

It can be shown that the Australian CF has also perpetuated the use of such terms.
TABLE 5.2
ACCOUNTING INTRADISCOURSE: GENERIC WORDS IN THE CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK
Reliably

Normal

Reliable

Normally

SAC 1

2

SAC2
SAC3

see below

4

SAC4

24

18

Expect

Reasonable

Probable

Appropriate

May

Total

Expected
3

3

2

1

11

22

1

1

1

1

8

12

1

2

2

3

12

24

9

28

5

30
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(See Appendix 3 for the full title of the SACs)

From Table 5.2 it can be seen that there are plenty of instances in which generic words
arise in the CF. In gathering the information for Table 5.2 (as in Table 5.1) not all
instances of the words are counted. This is when the words are used in other than their
generic sense. For example, there are instances where the SACs refer to examples of
what a business "may" do during its operations, which are not accounting in nature, or
decided upon due to accounting information. Such a word was continually used in
providing examples of what some companies do, and then the commentary to follow
would discuss the accounting implications.
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Some (other) interesting issues could not be captured in the table, and their inclusion in
the CF is interesting. The word reliability is given a considerable amount of attention in
SAC 3; however its meaning is never quite distinct - "the degree of correspondence",
and ''faithfully represent" (ICAA & ASCP A, 1996, para 16, emphasis added). The
generic word "reliability'', and cohorts - "reliable" and "reliably", is defined using more
generic words; words which have no distinct meaning and are symbolically powerful for
scope in accounting discussions and (other) situations.

There were also some other generic words displayed throughout the CF, but they were
less frequent than the ones tabled.

They include: "likely", "depend", and

"approximately". Of interest here was the use of "likely" when defining the generic
word "probable": "is more likely rather than less likely" (ICAA & ASCPA, 1996, para
40). As well as this, "probable" is further defined using the generic term "expected":
"that which can be expected" (ICAA & ASCP A, 1996, para 40). As Page and Spira
(1999, p. 3) argue in the UK case, "the distinction between things which are probable
and things which are not is fundamental to the way they get treated in financial
statements, yet there is no consensus on the meaning". Generic terms, such as probable,
are being defined using other generic terms, and this adds to the "obfuscating" scenario
of accounting situations.

In the use of the generic words identified, there is a considerable amount of flexibility to

allow those who designed them the power to decide; their power lends authority to
accounting judgements; there is no specific meaning. Henderson (1985) was able to
identify some of these generic words more than a decade ago, and this begs the question
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why the accounting profession perpetuates such terms. Henderson was from a school of
thought that saw this to be a problem for the profession, in that it allowed too much
choice, and choice means subjectivity.

The concern of people like Henderson is that the standards will not meet their stated
objectives, to reduce uncertainty in making decisions.

However, this is the usual

functionalist belief, and the evidence of such words in the accounting vocabulary today
exhibits a more powerful purpose. That is, the accounting profession has as a strategy to
keep such words. It gives them the power to control and legitimate their actions. This is
in line with the claim by Richardson (1988) that ''uncertainty allows practioners a degree
of power over clients" (p. 381) and "allows professionals to make discretionary
interpretations" (p. 383).

5.2.2 Generalisation
A second area that is problematic with accounting intradiscourse is that there is
extensive evidence of "generalisation". Goodrich (1987, p.180) refers to generalisation
as the tendency of "establishing distance, impersonality" which refers to the ability to
exit "itself' (the accounting profession) from a situation of "material conflict or
dispute".

The professional discourse allows this through the use of general/abstract

categories.

What generalisation works to do is remove context and identity from the people
involved in accounting situations, those people that are part of the accounting process
which is being described and judged. This is similar to the tendency of accounting
intradiscourse to be impersonal and technical (discussed earlier).

The official
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accounting language, when used, presents a de-personalised situation. It attempts to
objectify the behaviour of the people involved, and of the people affected, by
accounting.

It also has the tendency to highlight certain categories of people in a

posivite light, while others are not mentioned in other than a negative sense.

This objectification in accounting intradiscourse is evident in the use of stereotypes,
membership categories and identities. Examples of these in accounting intradiscourse
can be found extensively throughout the AASB's and the SAC's, and these are listed
below in Table 5.3.

In going through the accounting standards, there were some that gave definitions of

those categories to which they were referring. For instance, AASB 1017: Related Party
Disclosures, defines "director" specifically as a person who directs (ICAA & ASCP A,
1999, p. 602, para 9). In doing this, the category of people known as directors are
defined in an objective manner; that is, in an impersonal and context removed manner.

Also, AASB 1028: Accounting for Employee Entitlements, defines "employee" and
"employer" specifically (ICAA & ASCPA, 1999, p. 832, para 9). These categories are
also defined in a depersonalised manner; employee is defined as being "engaged under a
contract of service", the employer is defined as consuming "the services of employees in
exchange for providing employee entitlements".
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TABLE 5.3
ACCOUNTING INTRADISCOURSE: GENERALISATIONS THROUGH
STEREOTYPES IN STANDARDS
AASB 1001

Entity, users, management, governing body, vendor, lessee, buyer, seller

AASB 1002

Entity, users, management, governing body, government, owners

AASB 1004

Entity, users, insurer, buyer, seller, shareholders, donor, borrower, owners, credit provider

AASB 1005

Entity, users, customers, directors, government

AASB 1006

Entity, users, directors, venturer

AASB 1008

Entity, users, lessee, lessor, credit provider, owners

AASB 1009

Entity, users, contractor, customer, labour, personnel, owners

AASB 1010

Entity, users, directors, community, government

AASB 1011

Entity, users, directors, government

AASB 1012

Entity, users, directors

AASB 1013

Entity, users, buyer, seller, employees, competitors, vendor

AASB 1014

Entity, users, debtor, creditor, government, owners

AASB 1015

Entity, users, buyer, seller, directors

AASB 1016

Entity, users, investor, directors, shareholders, managerial personnel

AASB 1017

Entity, users, director, employee, customer, relative, investor, supplier, government

AASB 1018

Entity, users, directors

AASB 1019

Entity, users, management, labour, owners

AASB 1020

Entity, users, directors, government

AASB 1021

Entity, users, owners

AASB 1022

Entity, users, vendor, directors, purchaser, government, contractor, consultant

AASB 1023

Entity, users, insurer,, government, owners

AASB 1024

Entity, users, directors, lender, borrower, trustees

AASB 1026

Entity, users, investee, customers, fund manager, government, investor, owners, suppliers, employees

AASB 1027

Entity, users, shareholders, investor, directors

AASB 1028

Entity, users, employee, directors, owners, employer, government

AASB 1029

Entity, users, directors, owners

AASB 1030

Entity, users, directors, contractor

AASB 1031

Entity, users, management, government

AASB 1032

Entity, users, depositors, borrowers, government, management, owners

AASB 1033

Entity, users, employers, users, management, debtor, creditor, lendor, owners, government

AASB 1034

Entity, users, director, auditors, executive officer, employee, owners

AASB 1036

Entity, users, labour, owners

AASB 1037

Entity, users, buyer, management, government

(See Appendix 2 for the full title of the standards)
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What is evident from the definitions of these categories of people is that the accounting
standard appears to favour the employer over the employee. I infer this from the subtle
characteristics that each category is given. The employee is merely described as being
made by contract to give their time; their time (service) is not described in
favourable\powerful terms, but is described using objective impersonal terms.

The

employer, however, is seen to be the consumer of services, but is able to return
something to employees (employee entitlements), thus being described in more
favourable terms. It may be argued that I am reading too much from this, however,
words are the holders of power, and categories, more specifically, have the potential to
delimit people's worth.

Returning to Table 5.3, most of the standards, however, refer to the categories of people
through examples and discussion. No explicit definition of the category is given. One
example of this is AASB 1019: Inventories, which among other things, discusses at
length the processes necessary to bring inventory to a completed stage.

However,

discussion of the workers/labour is limited to their role as a resource, as a cost (ICAA
and ASCP A, 1999, para 6.1.1, p. 634). There is talk of the normal operating capacity in
terms of
the volume of production which the production facilities are intended by
their designers and by management to yield under the working conditions
(for example, single or double shift) normally prevailing (ICAA and
ASCPA, 1999, para 6.1.3, p. 634).

This is the only hint that workers are involved, and this is in the role of a normal
working condition, a normal cost. There is no definition of labour other than as a
resource to be exploited. This has implications for the treatment of workers, one that
may be detrimental yet taken as "natural".
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What is evident is that these categories are being perpetuated as having certain (limited)
characteristics, all of which are de-personalised and context removed, all of which are
objectified.

The conceptual framework also displays this aspect of accounting

intradiscourse. The evidence of this is presented below in Table 5.4.
TABLE 5.4
ACCOUNTING INTRADISCOURSE: GENERALISATIONS THROUGH
STEREOTYPES IN THE CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
SAC 1

Entity, users, management, governing bodies, elected representatives, appointed officials,
partnerships.

SAC2

Entity, users, management, governing bodies/government, conununity members, investors,
creditors, taxpayers, donors, employees, owners, ratepayers, public, suppliers, lenders,
contributors, customers, beneficiaries, analysts, labour unions, employer groups, media.

SAC3

Entity, users, management, elected officials, directors, auditor, standard-setters, preparers,
regulators, employees.

SAC4

Entity, users, management, governing bodies, beneficiaries, customers, lessor, employer,
employee, insurer, borrower, supplier, purchaser, conununity, owners, donors.

(See Appendix C for the full title of the SACs)

The significance of this characteristic in accounting intradiscourse is not so much the
instances of these words occuring in the CF, but the inclusion of the categories
themselves. Also, the significance of these categories is more so when they are used in
accounting situations (debates, etc). The power of such categories is witnessed in the
moment of accounting situations, because this is when justification for treating these
groups in certain ways occurs.

In discussing the power of categories and classifications, Young (1996, p. 489) refers to

the term "shadowed places" (taken from Douglas, 1986, p. 69).

She argues that

147

shadowed places are created by the conceptual frameworks (defined as an institution),
typically produced by the accounting profession, and that they
arise because individuals draw upon institutions to classify 'things' into
categories or classes. In categorizing and classifying, we draw boundaries
around those things that will be included and those that will be excluded
from consideration within a particular context (Young, 1996, p. 489).

This includes the categories established for ''users" of accounting information.

By

doing such, we draw boundaries around those people and their interests.

It is throughout SAC 2 that accounting intradiscourse gives meanings to the categories
of people that it includes.

After listing the categories, most are followed by some

explanation of what such categories of people "do" and what they "need" and "want".
Goodrich (1987, p.180 -181) implies that this is an object-process instance.
category of person (the object) is followed by an action (process).

The

For example,

investors (object) want to know (process) about organisations' profitability (SAC 2, para
21).

More significant is that in doing this with every category, the accounting intradiscourse
perpetuates stereotypes about those people and their actions, wants and needs. SAC 4
uses the categories when providing examples. In doing this, it perpetuates what each
group is claimed to "do".

It also objectifies any behaviour of these groups in any

accounting situation. By referring to people according to a pre-determined category, we
de-personalise the situation. We remove the actions from the context.

Edelman (1974) discusses this tendency to categorise as being one that is evident in all
professional language. He states that:
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Categorization is a political tool, establishing status and power hierarchies.
Any categorization scheme consigning people to niches according to
potential or actual accomplishments is political (Edelman, 1974, p.49).
Further, Edelman (p.50) states that "once established, a categorization defines what is
relevant about people who are labelled". This is evident in the CF; there follows from
every category some sort of description (explicit or implicit) about what is relevant
about those people in that category.

5.2.3 Modality of Uncertainty

A third and final area of accounting intradiscourse to examine is its "modality". Partly,
this could be described as accounting's tendency to link stereotypes with specific
processes and actions, making generalisations (as discussed already). A modality of
certainty/uncertainty could also be present in the form of
modal auxiliaries (might, could, can), adjectives expressing certainty or
uncertainty (possible, likely, certain), verbs expressing mental and logical
processes (seems that, thinks that, feels that) (Goodrich, 1987, p.181).

The accounting language found in accounting standards and SACs, however, tends to
express a modality of uncertainty, as shown in Table 5.5. The problem with such terms
is that, like the generic terms, they allow hesitation. An inability to state what must be
done, and to allow a maybe into the discussion would appear to be flexible enough to
allow a contribution of many voices. But as argued before, it provides the opportunity
for the accounting profession to attach meaning that is in accordance with their shifting
interests.
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TABLE 5.5
ACCOUNTING INTRADISCOURSE: MODALITY IN STANDARDS
Could
AASB 1001

Would

Should

5

3

Possible

Likely

Certain

Total

1

1

10

2

3

6

18

1

8

I

' AASB 1002

1

AASB 1004

3

7

AASB 1005

1

6

AASB 1008

5

8

AASB 1009

1

AASB 1010

2

AASB 1011

2

18

15

2

1
1

3

13

AASB 1013

4

6

AASB 1014

2

3

AASB 1012

1

5

1

7

1

AASB 1016

5

5

5

AASB 1017

3

31

AASB 1018
6

1

AASB 1022
AASB 1023

2

1

2

6

2

20

6

1

6

5

8
1

10

3

1

2

20

1

2

3

40

2

3

1

14

1

2

8

22

8

1

2

6

18

3

2

1

1

7

22

3

2

5

34

2

3

2

65

57

1

AASB 1026

5

1

12

1

AASB 1028

12

15

2

1

AASB 1029

2

3

1

1

3

7
40

2

AASB 1024

AASB 1027

3

3
1

1

AASB 1020
AASB 1021

2

15

10

AASB 1015

AASB 1019

I

6

3

1

19
1

31
7

AASB 1030

1

AASB 1031

1

6

AASB 1032

5

8

4

1

4

7

29

AASB 1033

3

12

2

3

3

8

31

AASB 1034

2

12

5

1

2

5

27

AASB 1036

3

20

2

1

2

28

AASB 1037

7

9

5

1

22

2

1

2

(See Appendix 2 for the full title of the standards)

5
9
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The terms chosen here are those found in the standards, and clearly all but one exhibit a
modality of uncertainty. The word 'should', in particular, has received attention in that
standards developed in earlier years "outlined what practices 'should' be adopted, rather
than specify what must be adopted" (Walker, 1993, p. 103).

Once the accounting

standards became legally enforceable, this posed a problem, as practioners "adhere[d] to
the black letter of the standards to protect themselves legally" (Corporate Law Economic
Reform Program, 1997, p.15). The term was eventually removed from the black letter
standard, but remains in the commentary of those identified above.

A concern about following the black-letter of standards was expressed in the CLERP
document, where it was felt that the terms should be "interpreted from a commercial
perspective ... more weight should be given to the objectives of the standards and what is
generally considered in the relevant market to be good commercial practice" (1997, p.
15). A need for flexibility is clearly seen as necessary, and incorporating terms such as
those above can aid this.

The SACs are also heavily littered with a modality of uncertainty, particularly in SAC 4
(evident from Table 5.6 below), which has been the most controversial SAC to date.
TABLE 5.6
ACCOUNTING INTRADISCOURSE: MODALITY IN THE CONCEPTUAL
FRAMEWORK

SAC 1

Could

Would

Should

Possible

Likely

l

23

14

3

10

51

4

8

4

16

SAC2

Certain

Total

SAC3

6

17

20

3

2

48

SAC4

5

88

17

7

9

126

(See Appendix C for the full title of the SACs)
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5.3

INTERDISCURSIVE

ANALYSIS

OF

ACCOUNTING

LANGUAGE: A COMMENTARY
Goodrich (1987) pointed out the need to also examine the discourse of a profession, in
terms of its interrelationships. Thus, it is necessary to look at the relations of inclusion
and exclusion between accounting discourse, other discourses and the social whole. It is
argued that these relations are limited, and that an accounting language tends to present
itself as technical and objective in order to exclude challenges.

The language is

presented as a professional language and therefore exclusive of non-professionals.

In line with this, Hooper and Pratt (1995, p. 12) argue that technical languages,
accounting being their focus, "are enclosed by experts familiar with the current technical
discourse". Evidence that this occurs in the Australian context can be shown by way of
the insistence, by standard setting boards, on using "technical experts" to construct and
interpret the official accounting language.

Examples of the technical experts called

upon include the Consultative Groups, Project Advisory Panels and Urgent Issues
Group (AARF and AASB, 1999b,c,d). Executive Director of the ICAA, Mr Harrison
states that "the people in AASB have to have technical competence, they have to
understand financial reporting at a level of detail that is quite specific" (JCCS, 1998, p.

cs 30).

Accounting, like many disciplines, "generates a technical language alien to the discourse
of the general educated public" (Hooper and Pratt, 1995, p. 12).

This is clearly

supported by accounting standard setters, when Mr Boymal, in his position as Deputy
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Chairman of the AASB, states (in response to Senator Cooney on the general public
being able to have clear and easy to understand accounting standards):
If we are talking about being easily understood by the general public,
that is quite difficult. I am not sure that the wording meant 'easily
understood by the general public'. I think it probably meant 'easily
understood by the people who use the information'. That is a different
issue, because if the sophisticates cannot understand it either then
there is a problem. I think it is really addressing that issue, rather than
the unsophisticated readers (JCCS, 1998, p. CS 39).

The problematic relations of an accounting language are not only limited to the
Australian experience, but that of other anglo-saxon nations. Considering the standards
and conceptual frameworks of these countries quite often employ similar terms, it may
be useful to consider an example. In one particular case, the limitations of the CF
produced by the Financial Accounting Standard Board [FASB], the standard setting
body in the US, has been demonstrated by Young (1996).

In particular, Young attempted to demonstrate the impossibility of change in accounting
when she looked at the case of producing an accounting standard on Financial
Instruments.

She expressed concern (similar to that already expressed in previous

chapters ) that "during the standard-setting process, only certain types of questions are
asked and certain types of issues considered. Other questions and issues are ignored"
(Young, 1996, p. 487).

Rather than questioning the desirability of some of the new financial instruments, the
FASB placed on the agenda the technical accounting problem of accounting for and
disclosing financial instruments, such as "swaps, bonds with options or warrants, and
collateralized securities" as well as new combinations (Young, 1996, p. 492). Young
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demonstrates that although the discussion was detailed during the standard-setting
process, "the categories, purposes, and characteristics of accounting were taken-forgranted and unquestioned. They are seen as 'natural"' (1996, p. 491).

The term

''useful", employed in the FASB's CF, was seen to limit such discussions.

Such a term is not unique to the US accounting :framework. The Australian accounting
conceptual :framework, as produced by the accounting profession (discussed in Chapter
3 & 4), also employs the term "useful" as its pivotal moment. In defining ''useful", both
the FASB and the AASB & AARF refer to (among other things) relevance and
reliability. Such terms, it is argued by Young (1996, p. 491), "serve as an unquestioned
starting point for accounting standard-setting projects".

Given that is the case, the

defining moment is one that must meet the 'financial' usefulness criteria.

Young demonstrates that, because of an insistence on the conceptual :framework as the
starting point for discussion, the standard for financial instruments is limited to
quantitative information being provided. Voices were stifled when
Some respondents to the 1987 exposure draft indicated that this proposal
was "overly quantitative and [suggested] that more emphasis should be
placed on supplementing or even replacing some proposed required
quantitative information with narrative or qualitative descriptions of the
nature, terms, and purposes of an entity's financial instruments" (F ASB,
1989, para. 56). However, the FASB chose to ignore these concerns and
continued to define "relevant" information more narrowly (Young, 1996, p.
499).

It is also important to consider the semantic appropriation that takes place in the

production of the official accounting language. This involves the limiting of meanings,
which limits what may be said, or what will be taken as the "real" meaning. The official
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accounting language is one that favours the capitalistic interests of investors. This is
explicitly acknowledged by the AARF:
The Foundation seeks to ensure that suppliers of capital are provided with
relevant and reliable information ... The Foundation endeavours to enhance
this capital allocation process by seeking continual improvement in the
quality of financial reporting and auditing (AARF and AASB, 1999a, p. 1).

Relevance and reliability are defined in terms of meeting the needs of suppliers of
capital. The AARF also gives attention to the issue of accountability. However, it is a
limited notion, focusing on "financial accountability'' (AARF and AASB, 1999a, p. 1).
Also, as argued by Collett (1995, p. 21), the goal of accountability described in the
Australian conceptual framework
is later subsumed under the broader one of resource allocation efficiency on
the grounds that users who are provided with information by accountable
managers and governing bodies 'ultimately require the information for
resource allocation decisions'(para. 27, SAC 2)

Although this could be interpreted as an accountability to the general public, through
efficient allocation of resources (increasing employment), the emphasis on efficiency
does not always lead to such benefits for all. With such an agenda, it appears that in
aiding the AASB with research, the AARF will acknowledge discussion and advice that
follows this priority.

Stanton and Stanton (1998, p. 191) have argued that "Australian accounting authorities
have adopted an economic purpose and an economic framework ... [employing] ... an
inappropriate, partial use of economic concepts".

The SAC's and the accounting

standards tend to favour an economic meaning for terms that aren't necessarily
economic. Using terms such as "public interest" and "resource" with an economic slant,
the official language limits discussion of what is in the public interest, or more
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specifically, what will satisfy users (SAC 2) to that of an economic nature. People are
seen as a resource to be exploited, as no standard defines workers in other than a cost
sense.

Young (1994a, p. 24) supports these arguments when she states that as a result of the
CF's, "discussions of 'worth' and 'value' in other than a limited economic sense can be
demarcated as outside the domain of accounting discourse". As mentioned in Chapter
One, Solomons (1991, p.291) demonstrates this by complaining that social

responsibility issues have been under discussion for many years and that radical
accountants have nothing new to tell.

It is obvious that a "radical" discussion is

demarcated as outside the domain of accounting discourse because the language of the
"radical" accountant may be in other than a limited economic language set.

To think that the flexibility evident in the official language could allow an opportunity
for the accounting community at large to construct meaning in context would be
hopeful. However, Henderson's statement that,
As a profession we must be very careful that we do not allow nonaccountants to incorporate their collective ignorance into accounting
standards (1985, p. 53)
exhibits the tendency for accounting language to be restricted to technical and economic
meaning, denying the possibilities of alternative meanings.

5.4 CONCLUSION
The purpose of this chapter was to reveal the problematic nature of the official
accounting language that has been produced within Australia.

To do so meant

examining accounting intradiscourse and interdiscourse (the difference being in the
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level of analysis - the terms and the relationship to other discourses).

At an

intradiscursive level, evidence of the meaningless and limited terms was revealed
through an analysis of the official language - AASBs and SACs.

Specifically, the

official accounting language was shown to contain: generic terms, which have symbolic
usage; generalisations, which limits the relevance of people; and a modality of
uncertainty, which allows a level of flexibility for the accounting professional.

At an interdiscursive level, discussion revealed the limiting nature of the official
accounting language to an economic and technical vocabulary. There tends to be a
borrowing of limited economic meanings and technical meaning, rather than an
allowance of alternative meanings or vocabularies.
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CHAPTER SIX

CONCLUSION
In Chapter One the thesis began by presenting the issue of who is listening, in terms of

accounting issues, and provided two examples, one a personal experience, of not being
heard. Considering these, it was then argued that the institutional arrangements existing for
the Australian accounting community are restrictive in terms of who is listened to. That
this is so was to be demonstrated in the thesis.

On a more specific level, the purpose of the thesis was identified as "providing an
explanation for the limited/restricted chances that the Australian accounting community has
to be heard". The explanation would reveal that the Australian accounting community has
experienced linguistic unification whereby the accounting profession, during its efforts to
unite, produced an "official" accounting language for the Australian accounting
community. As a result, two interdependent problems would be argued as having emerged:
that the accounting profession has created and controlled limited avenues for discussion and
production of the official language; and, that the official language is problematic in its
application. In order to offer the above explanations, it was proposed that critical notions
of language/discourse would inform the thesis.

Chapter Two provided an extensive discussion of these critical notions of language/
discourse. The context was revealed to be a mix of ideas that focused on the power of
language (power and control were terms defined as being used synonymously). It was
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suggested that the thesis would be delivered in a critical modernist sense, borrowing mainly
from the work of Bourdieu (1991) and Goodrich (1987), and occasionally from Fairclough
(1989) and Foucault (1970, 1972).

Initially, Chapter Two set out to define language, from a traditional view and from an
alternative view. This was necessary so as to justify the view taken by the thesis. The
traditional view of language was presented as one that sees language as an objective store
of words, as a medium of communication, and as being accessible to all. It is a view that
results in an ahistorical research of language. From this alone, it was clear that such an
approach would not be suitable for the problem under study.

The traditional view of language was broken down further to reveal examples of
approaches that fell under this paradigm. Sociolinguistics was presented as addressing the
social conditions of language. However, it was argued as failing to address the historic
aspects of language. Observed facts would be taken for granted and not questioned.
Pragmatics was also presented as another approach within this field, focussing on speech
acts. It however has an individualistic focus, ignores social influences, and assumes all are
equal in their abilities to be heard. Again, these approaches could not explain the problem
of limited voices.

Examples of work already undertaken on the issue of accounting language, from a
traditional perspective, were provided. Three authors in particular were revealed as being
informed by the traditional view oflanguage. Belkaoui (1978) saw accounting language as
consisting of symbols and grammatical rules; Parker (1994) saw accounting language as a
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stock of words to be drawn from; and, Houghton (1987) measured meanings of accounting
terms.

It was argued that these studies failed to identify the problematic nature of

accounting language due to their focus on discussing "what" issues, and their neglect of the
"why" issues.

Given that the traditional view of language was concluded to be inappropriate, Chapter
Two then revealed an alternative view of language, informed by Goodrich, Bourdieu,

Fairclough and Foucault.

Language was defined as a product of complex historical

processes, resulting in what is commonly taken for granted - a dominant and legitimate
language.

Language was seen to be part of social happenings and at the same time

affecting social happenings.

This complex product - language - was argued as being

selected, organised and controlled by certain forces.

Such a view of language was seen as appropriate in order to study the limited/restricted
nature of accounting language. A focus on the power of language pays attention to its
limited/restrictive abilities over who may speak, over what may be said, and by whom. The
idea of control over language was explored further by revealing the idea of institutionalised
language and authorised speakers. Studying language in terms of the institutions from
which it is produced can reveal a restricted set of speakers, authorised texts and limited
places for discussion. Education and interpretive mechanisms were also seen as important
forms of institutionalisation.

The issue of an authorised speaker was discussed, whereby it was argued that there is a
social condition to be fulfilled in order to be heard and taken seriously. An authorised

160

speaker must have the competence to speak the legitimate language. However, it was also
argued that not only must you be heard, what you say must be recognised as legitimate
language, if you are to be taken seriously.

A final issue of censorship was also discussed under the topic of institutionalisation.
Censorship was seen as a possible strategy employed in order to secure control over the
production of language/discourse. It was seen to be most powerful when implicit; that is,
where certain speakers are allocated to positions of importance, and where such speakers
will use the authorised language.

Chapter Two also explored the issue of problematic language. As this was identified in
Chapter One as one of the issues contributing towards limited chances to be heard on
accounting issues (the official language is problematic in its application), then the critical
notions of language/discourse could provide explanations of this. Initially, the language of
professions was generalised as problematic.

The focus then shifted to discussing

intradiscourse and interdiscourse.

Intradiscourse was described as the internal ordering and development of concepts. The
issue of technicality and categorisations was discussed as typical of professional language,
resulting in restrictions on individuals. In particular, professional language was seen to be a
generic vocabulary (lacking meaning, symbolic, flexible), and incorporating generalisations
(stereotypes through membership categories) and a modality of uncertainty (terms
expressing uncertainty).
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Interdiscourse was described as the relationship that a language has to other languages and
the social whole. Again, this was seen as an important area of study as it would help to
explain the limited nature of the language produced in the Australian accounting
community.

Professional language was argued as having the tendency to exclude

challenges to its meanings, especially excluding the possibility of alternative meanings.

In Chapter Two, the issue of a problematic language, and the control over its production,
were argued as being the result of a process of linguistic unification. This was argued to
take place when particular groups are forming.
communities are led to accept a

sp~cific

As a result of linguistic unification,

language, also known as the "official" language.

Imposing a standard language is crucial to the groups forming, in that it helps to provide a
unified image. In aiding the imposition, education was described as an important element
for linguistic unification to be successful. It was argued that education could aid the
socialisation of students towards the "official" language. A policy of linguistic unification
was presented as a struggle for symbolic power over the formation of language.

Chapter Two, therefore, presented a theoretical context that was seen to be relevant for the
analysis of an accounting language. It would provide an alternative view of accounting
language, one that would identify the problematic issue of limited voices. It would aid in
the analysis of the Australian accounting language, and in identifying the powerful role that
the accounting profession plays in constructing an "official" accounting language. It would
also help to demonstrate that the accounting profession has produced a limited accounting
language.
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In order to begin the analysis of a limited accounting language, it was felt that in Chapter
Three the focus would be on demonstrating that the Australian accounting community had

indeed experienced linguistic unification, at the hands of the Australian accounting
profession. By doing so, this would serve as an initial explanation for a limited accounting
language.

It was acknowledged that a process of linguistic unification would not be

straightforward or overt, however, that characteristics of the process would be evident as
the Australian accounting profession was forming. The time frame chosen was the late
1800's to the early 1990's, to reflect the profession's formation and success at imposing an
"official" accounting language.

During the period of the late 1800' s to 1920' s, it was found that the accounting profession
was establishing itself, with many accounting bodies being set up.

The accounting

profession was emerging, but not in the form of one united body. Some unification did
take place with the formation of the Australasian Corporation of Public Accountants (which
became the Institute of Chartered Accountants in Australia upon gaining a charter in 1928),
and later the Commonwealth Institute of Accountants [CIA].

However, unification of

structures was limited, and not surprisingly, it was found that there was no focus on
developing a standard accounting language, one that would represent the profession as a
whole.

It was found that individually, the accounting bodies were focusing on socialising their

members with education, student groups, newsletters and examinations. Members of the
accounting profession were involved in talks for tertiary level education.

Accounting
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bodies were producing speaking members through student bodies. It was argued that this
socialisation would potentially aid linguistic unification.

During the ·I930's to 1940's, it was found that the Australian accounting profession had
turned its attention to the need for a standard accounting language. This came about due to
the influential 1936 Australian Congress on Accounting, where Alexander Fitzgerald
presented his paper on Accounting Terminology. Fitzgerald followed up by encouraging
the CIA to become active on terminology matters. Committees on terminology were set up
and thus started the forming of institutional structures significant to linguistic unification.

The ICAA also started to show an interest in terminology by 1944. They proposed issuing
pronouncements on accounting principles and within a couple of years had issued five
Recommendations. However, recognition of the Recommendations as an official discourse
was not achieved, as the business community showed little interest in them.

The

accounting profession continued working separately on accounting terminology, but were
forming the mechanisms necessary to churn out an official discourse.

It was also found that during this same period of time, there were increased efforts to
educate members of the student societies, with encouragement for them to undertake
tertiary studies. The accounting profession was keen to play a part in tertiary education,
with evidence that tertiary courses were implementing the needs of the accounting
profession. To reinforce the educative role, several accounting bodies introduced new
journals. These were seen to be an exercise in unification and education, to promote an
"official" discourse.
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The accounting profession continued to immerse itself in terminological debate during the
1950's. Following a 1949 Congress of Australian Accountants, the accounting bodies'
focus was on the need for a standard language, through the issuing of accounting standards.
Fitzgerald was again an influential player, arguing for the need to persuade the accounting
community to accept a standard accounting language. Imposition was not regarded at this
stage as the best method for securing acceptability.

Unification of accounting bodies also took place during the 1950's. There was a merger
between some accounting bodies to form the Australian Society of Accountants [ASA], and
the profession was now seen to be led by two bodies - ICAA and ASA. The new ASA
stepped up its efforts to issue a standard language, through the issuing of "Statements"
papers, and journal articles. However, despite these findings, it was also revealed that at
this stage no standard language was acknowledged, the publications were not endorsed by
the professional bodies.

Education at a tertiary level continued to receive attention, with the accounting profession
establishing links with the educational institutions. It was argued that the profession was
starting to play an important role in education through the giving of exemptions to some
universities, after performing reviews of the courses.

It was shown that during the 1960's, one of the most significant stages of linguistic
unification was achieved. The accounting profession, although still made up of the two
bodies, united to form the Australian Accounting Research Foundation [AARF]. This
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came at a time when the profession was receiving pressure from outside bodies, particularly
the government, and thus a reason for the production of a unified accounting language.

Up until the late l 970's, it was found that the AARF had produced eight joint accounting
standards, published research findings and established the beginnings of a conceptual
framework [CF]. Enforcement, somewhat, of a standard language was achieved through
Statement Kl, however, the status of "official" language had not yet been reached.

During the l 980's, the most significant aspect in a process of linguistic unification was
revealed to have occurred.

A standard accounting language, in particular accounting

standards, reached the status of "official" accounting language. This, it was argued, came
about with the formation of the Accounting Standards Review Board [ASRB] and the
establishment of legally recognised accounting standards.

In continued efforts to convince outside parties that the accounting profession was capable

of producing an official accounting language, work on a CF continued, and resulted in the
publication of four Statements of Accounting Concepts [SACs]. It was argued that SACs
also became part of the official accounting language through inclusion of the concepts in
approved accounting standards.

It was found that, given this detailed history, the Australian accounting community had
experienced linguistic unification.

It was a lengthy process, brought about by the

accounting profession. Several characteristics were evident over the 90 years: creation of
institutional structures and boards to act as producers of a standard language; use of
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education to inculcate future generations of accountants with the standard language;
unsuccessful persuasion, but successful imposition of a standard language as an official
accounting language.

Taking the thesis to the next level meant examining further the role that the Australian
accounting profession played in the construction of an official language, the focus of

Chapter Four. It was argued that during a process of linguistic unification, the accounting
profession secured control over accounting language; that it created and controlled the
conditions necessary to become an authorised speaker and created limited avenues/settings
for discourse to take place.

Chapter Four focused on three main issues that would reveal the restrictions placed on
accounting language (contributions towards discourse, use of discourse) by the accounting
profession. Where the accounting profession did not place the restrictions directly, it was
afforded the right to bypass these restrictions, or such restrictions worked in their favour.
The three issues were: the power of accounting standard boards/groups; the power of a
conceptual framework and other interpretive mechanisms; and, the power of education.

It was argued that the accounting standard boards or groups were powerful in that they
consisted of elected members who could discuss accounting issues and produce an official
language - they are discursive sites. It was argued that a form of implicit censorship occurs
with the election of members to these discursive sites, members who are inclined to meet
the interests of the accounting profession, who are described as authorised speakers.
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For the Australian accounting community, the AARF became a dominant body consisting
of boards/groups who would determine what would be the official language, and who could
contribute towards it. It was found that up until the formation of the Accounting Standards
Review Board [ASRB], the AARF underwent many structural changes to accommodate a
standard setting board. In all the changes made, the members of the boards were always
from either ICAA or ASCP A, the accounting profession. The right to take part in the
construction of an official accounting discourse was organised and restricted to this limited
set of speakers. It was found that the AARF did consider broader representation in 1979
and the early 1980's, however, even though AARF did form yet another standard setting
board, none of the recommendations for broader representation were implemented.

With the AARF unwilling to allow broader representation on its boards, government bodies
and the community in general, moved to form a new independent standard setting board. It
was found that the accounting profession responded by insisting on membership of the new
board to be dominated by accounting professionals. However, the new board, the ASRB,
was established in 1984. It was found that by 1988, the ASRB gave approval to accounting
standards (extant).

It was found that despite the rhetoric of an independent body, the ASRB continued to be

dominated by the accounting profession through membership.

An analysis of the

membership of the ASRB (up until it was replaced) was conducted to reveal that the board
was dominated by speakers who were willing and inclined to speak the official accounting
language; it was dominated by the accounting profession. Through the position of the
AARF as a research arm of the ASRB, the accounting profession were also able to
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dominate the discussion on accounting issues, and determine what would be said. This was
revealed through two examples (consolidation and cash flows) of the AARF's ability to
place off the agenda submissions by other bodies, and to determine the contents of those
standards.

The replacement of the ASRB, in 1991, with the Australian Accounting Standards Board
[AASB], was seen to be a move away from the domination of the accounting profession in
standard setting. However, it was found, through analysis of membership (up until 1998),
that the AASB was still dominated by speakers who were willing and inclined to speak the
official accounting language.

It was also found that a change was made in terms of

revealing past affiliations of members. This was argued to be a strategy to direct attention
away from the fact that the accounting profession still dominated the board. It was revealed
also that the government was of the opinion that, through the AARF, the accounting
profession continued to maintain a privileged position in terms of setting standards.

In a final discussion of the power of accounting standard boards/groups, it was argued that

recent changes to the standard setting framework may have an impact on the dominant role
of the accounting profession. However, it was argued that the new AASB, as of 2000, was
again dominated by members who were accounting professionals. A loss of the AARF
could however lessen the dominance.

The power of a conceptual framework and other interpretive mechanisms were discussed in
order to reveal another level of control over what may be said and where it is said. Such
mechanisms were argued to be creations of the accounting profession, through the AARF
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and AASB. In fact, it was shown that the AASB would allow the AARF to develop a
conceptual framework.

It was revealed that the CF, or more appropriately the Statements of Accounting Concepts
[SACs], is an authorised text which the AASB explicitly states will be the foundation from
which standards are set. Thus, where others wish to contribute towards discussion (through
submissions), their text is altered by having to fit the language of the SAC's. A limitation is
in place over what may be said.

An ability for others to be heard was also shown to be restricted through an insistence on a
particular process for constructing the official discourse. Mechanisms, other than the CF,
are in place to ensure the places for discussion, and its form, are restricted.

These

mechanisms include "due process" procedures and a key issues questionnaire. In particular,
the exposure draft stage of standard setting was found to be the first instance where
discussion can take place, and by this stage it was argued that the discussion has already
been limited and an end result determined by those within the AASB and AARF. The key
issues questionnaire was found to be an explicit restriction placed on discussion
(submissions), with the AASB insisting on a set number of issues to be discussed.

The third issue in Chapter Four that was explored was that of the power of education. Part
of the control over an accounting language is achieved by way of education, where an
institutionalisation of the official accounting language can be achieved. It was argued that
the education of future Australian accountants was/is heavily influenced by the accounting
profession, that the accounting profession has a dominant relationship with tertiary
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institutions. This occurs through the accreditation of institutions that meet the accounting
profession's set criteria.

It was found that since the 1980's, the Australian accounting professional bodies have

established an accreditation process. It was explicitly stated by the bodies that they should
influence the content of courses offered to students. It was also argued that the tertiary
institutions are somewhat controlled by accreditation, as the present economic climate
means there is pressure to attract funds privately.

It was found that the accounting

profession is quite aware of this dependency, and is therefore in a position to continue to
influence what may be said on accounting issues.

Overall, Chapter Four demonstrated that the accounting profession has created and
controlled the sites and form of discussion that can take place on accounting issues, through
an institutionalisation of standard setting boards and procedures, conceptual frameworks
and other interpretive mechanisms, and education.

In Chapter Five, the issue of a problematic official accounting language was discussed. It
was argued earlier that, as a result of the dominant role of the accounting profession in a
process of linguistic unification, the official language produced is limited in its application
and meaning.

The official language was described as that contained in approved

accounting standards [AASBs] and SACs, and an analysis of it was undertaken at an
intradiscursive level, and a commentary at an interdiscursive level was provided.
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An analysis at an intradiscursive level revealed that the official accounting language of the

Australian accounting community is limiting in its theme of technicality - technical
meanings are attached to concepts within the official accounting language. The analysis
identified three specific problems evident in AASBs and SACs: there was evidence of a
generic vocabulary, of generalisations, and of a modality of uncertainty.

A generic vocabulary was shown to exist through the inclusion (and many instances of)
terms such as "reliable" "normal" "reasonable" "expected" "otherwise" "appropriate"
'
'
'
'
'
'
"probable", and "may". These terms were seen as meaningless, but as allowing discretion
for the accounting professional. Rather than such flexibility allowing many interpretations
(alternative meanings), it was argued that such terms will be defined by accounting
professionals only.

Evidence of generalisations was shown to exist in the official accounting language, with the
inclusion of categories such as "users", "employees", "directors", and "entity". These were
seen to be problematic in that categories tend to objectify people, highlighting positive
aspects for some, while highlighting negative aspects of others. The case of "employee"
was considered.

Evidence of a modality of uncertainty was shown to exist in the official accounting
language, with the inclusion of terms such as: "could", "would", "should", "possible",
"likely".

Such terms were argued to be problematic in that they allow a hesitation, a

maybe, into discussion.

Since the discussion has been argued to be controlled by the
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accounting profession, it is doubtful that such terms are favourable to those not representing
the profession.

Moving to an interdiscursive level, Chapter Five identified the official accounting language
as limiting in terms of its relationship to other discourses and the social whole.

The

discourse is presented as technical and objective in order to exclude challenges to its
meanings. It was shown that the accounting profession believes only technical experts
should be involved in determining meaning, and that the language is alien to the general
public is not a concern. An example of excluding meaning was given which highlighted
the tendency to accept only a technical meaning.

It was also argued that the official

accounting language is limited in its appropriation of economic meaning (one that favours
capitalist interests), and it was shown that the Australian accounting profession (through
AASB) will favour such meanings.

Overall, Chapter Five revealed the problematic nature of the official accounting language,
within the Australian accounting community. As such, it explained, partly, the reason for
instances of limited voices. Chapter Four revealed the control the Australian accounting
profession has over the production of the official accounting language, explaining the
limited chances for discussion to take place by those other than accounting professionals.
And Chapter Three revealed the process, linguistic unification, whereby such a situation
came to be. Therefore, it could be argued that there are limited chances for the Australian
accounting community to be heard.
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The concern overall, reflected in the thesis, is that "if we ·continue using words and
language in the same way we always have, there will never be a totally new set of
experiences; we will be prevented from recognising them as such, by virtue of our
continued use of the same language" (Strong, 1976, p. 87). Given the dominant role that
the accounting profession has played in constructing the official accounting language, it
follows that:
the institutions of accountancy must be reformed ... As long as the
institutions remain under the control of the accountancy industry and its
corporate patrons, there is little hope of meeting wider social goals. Their
control or undue influence obstructs the dominant definitions from being
challenged and makes it difficult to advance competing discourses ... Not
only are the processes under the control of the accounting industry, their
definitions are institutionalized by having them inscribed in or inserted into
the institutions of accountancy (Mitchell and Sikka, 1993, p. 46).

It was stated at the beginning that I did not wish to offer an alternative solution, however,
there is a need for all to be heard and taken seriously on accounting issues. This would
mean allowing alternative meanings, allowing a wider set of authorised speakers, and
opening up the current institutional arrangements to accommodate many voices:
If we are to transform the existing accounting discourses, then a first step
must be to create a framework which allows various voices, so far stifled, to
be heard. The opening up of structures can advance competing discourses
and values (Mitchell and Sikka, 1993, p. 48).

The significance of this thesis has been to add to the knowledge that is only recently
emerging on the power of accounting language/discourse. No longer is it relevant to view
accounting language as a mere reflection of reality.

That accounting language is

problematic has not been denied, however past understandings failed to explain why this is
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so, or in the least explained problems as merely technical problems.

With a newer

understanding of accounting language, one that focuses on the historical and social
elements of its existence, as well as its political nature, answering the why provides a
deeper understanding of the problems of accounting language. It allows the focus to shift
to deeper issues, and this is seen to be an insightful addition to the knowledge we have of
accounting language.
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APPENDIX (A) Summary of Procedures for the Development of Statements of
Accounting Concepts and Accounting Standards (extracted from ICAA & ASCPA,
1999, p.xxxiii-xxxiv)

l-- -t

PROJECT INITIATED
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1-
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PROJECT
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APPENDIX (B) Full Title of AASB Accounting Standards
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB
AASB

1001: Accounting Policies
1002: Events Occurring After Reporting Date
1003: Foreign Currency Translation - Disclosure (Withdrawn)
1004: Revenue
1005: Financial Reporting by Segments
1006: Joint Ventures
1007: Financial Reporting of Sources and Applications of Funds (Withdrawn)
1008: Accounting for Leases
1009: Construction Contracts
1010: Accounting for the Revaluation of Non-Current Assets
1011: Accounting for Research and Development
1012: Foreign Currency Translation
1013: Accounting for Goodwill
1014: Set-off and Extinguishment of Debt
1015: Acquisitions of Assets
1016: Accounting for Investments in Associates
1017: Related Party Disclosures
1018: Statement of Financial Performance
1019: Inventories
1020: Accounting for Income Tax (Tax-Effect Accounting)
1021 : Depreciation
1022: Accounting for the Extractive Industries
1023: Financial Reporting of General Insurance Activities
1024: Consolidated Accounts
1025: Application of Reporting Entity Concept and Other Amendments
1026: Statement of Cash Flows
1027: Earnings Per Share
1028: Accounting for Employee Entitlements
1029: Half-Year Accounts and Consolidated Accounts
1030: Application of Accounting Standards to Financial Year Accounts and
Consolidated Accounts of Disclosing Entities other than Companies
1031 : Materiality
1032: Specific Disclosures by Financial Institutions
1033: Presentation and Disclosure of Financial Instruments
1034: Financial Report Presentation and Disclosures
1035: Amendments to Accounting Standard AASB 1034
1036: Borrowing Costs
103 7: Self-Generating and Regenerating Assets
1038: Life Insurance Business
1039: Concise Financial Reports
1040: Statement of Financial Position
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APPENDIX (C) Full Title of Conceptual Framework: Statements of Accounting
Concepts [SAC]
SAC 1:
SAC 2:
SAC 3:
SAC 4:

Definition of the Reporting Entity
Objective of General Purpose Financial Reporting
Qualitative Characteristics of Financial Information
Definition and Recognition of Elements of Financial Statements

